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Abstract 
 
School bullying is well recognised as a significant factor in adverse health, 
education and social outcomes for young people.  Although parents are frequently 
represented as having an important role to play in the prevention of school 
bullying, very little research on the topic has been undertaken from the 
perspectives of parents themselves.  Consequently, the experiences of parents who 
report incidents of bullying to schools are not well understood.  
This study draws on narrative research methodologies to explore how 
parents make sense of their experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  In 
particular, the study is underpinned by a ‘storied resource’ perspective which 
emphasises the shared cultural resources that people use to construct stories of 
personal experience.  Further, the study is informed by dialogical approaches to 
research which seek understanding of the social world by engaging with, rather 
than reducing, complexity.  
In-depth narrative interviews were conducted with 18 parents of children 
in Years 5-8 in Tasmania, Australia, about their experiences of reporting bullying 
of their child to a school.  Analysis of the interviews took a layered approach to 
allow for deep engagement with the particularities of each parent’s story while 
also attending to connections and discontinuities across the stories as a whole.  
First, a re-telling of the stories through a series of vignettes focussed on key 
themes and events in each parent’s story.  Next, Arthur Frank’s (1995) typology 
of illness narratives (restitution, chaos and quest), was used as a device to explore 
the shared cultural resources that parents drew on to narrate their experiences of 
 viii 
 
reporting bullying, and the implications this has for the types of agency they 
claimed for themselves as they did so.    
This analysis revealed strong resonances between parents’ personal stories 
of reporting bullying and the core narratives which Frank identifies as underlying 
most personal stories of illness.  In such stories illness is commonly represented as 
a threat to the storyteller’s sense of self.  Similarly, in this study parents 
represented the bullying of their child as a threat not only to the safety and 
wellbeing of their child but also to their own moral identity as a parent.  For these 
parents, the bullying their child experienced at school was seen as a significant 
threat to their capacity to carry out their most basic parental duty to protect their 
child from harm.  
While previous research has emphasised the sense of powerlessness which 
is often felt by parents whose children have been bullied, in this study parents 
commonly represented themselves as active agents in bringing an end to the 
bullying of their child.  Although some parents described how they had been able 
to achieve this by working collaboratively with their child’s school, the majority 
described how they had struggled to have their reports of bullying taken seriously 
by the school.  These parents feared that with no effective action from the school 
the bullying would continue unabated with potentially serious consequences for 
their child’s future health and wellbeing.  In addition, parents described how the 
lack of acknowledgement they received from the school served to undermine their 
confidence in themselves as a parent.  However, only one parent told a story in 
which there was no respite from the sense of powerlessness evoked by this 
situation.  For the most part, parents described how these fears and frustrations 
had acted as a catalyst for them to take further action to resolve the bullying, 
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including: taking a more assertive stance with the school, contacting authorities 
beyond the school, talking directly to the perpetrators of the bullying or to their 
parents and, in a number of instances, removing their child from the school.  
In this way these parents’ stories resonated most strongly with heroic 
aspects of the quest narrative as they described how they had had risen to the 
challenges posed by the bullying of their child.  At the same time there was a 
great deal of complexity in how parents narrated these experiences.  Each parent’s 
account contained multiple storylines and shifting subject positions as they 
narrated different phases of their reporting experiences, and many of their stories 
traversed all three narrative types described by Frank. While the majority of 
parents who took part in this study told how they had taken primary responsibility 
for ensuring that the bullying of their child ceased there was also a strong impulse 
in their stories towards working more collaboratively with schools and other 
parents to respond to incidents of bullying.  
The significance of this study lies in its contribution to rich understandings 
of how parents make sense of their experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  
Further significance lies in its use of narrative research methodologies to highlight 
the capacity of stories to shape these experiences.  By attending to the nuances in 
how parents narrate these experiences, and marking the moments when their 
stories shift from one narrative type to another, this study provides important 
insight into the complex ways in which parents are both constrained and enabled 
by broad cultural narratives about the roles and responsibilities of parents.  It is 
argued that such understandings are crucial to the development of more 
collaborative relations between parents and schools with respect to bullying.  
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Prologue 
   
At the entrance to my son’s school there is a brightly coloured sign with 
the school’s name and logo on it.  It’s the spot where parents stop and heave a 
collective sigh of relief at morning drop off.  That delicious moment when the 
morning mayhem of staggered breakfasts, lunchbox diplomacy, hastily signed 
permission slips, misplaced sports uniforms and forgotten musical instruments 
recedes, and there is a space before you turn and face the days’ to-do list, 
whatever that may be.   
We used to joke that there should be a cheer squad handing out cups of tea 
or coffee to every parent as their child entered the classroom.  But for me, that 
moment brought a gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach that only grew as the 
day went on and I wondered what the expression on my son’s face would be when 
I came to pick him up at the end of the day.  I could usually tell at a glance if his 
day had been OK or if something bad had happened again.  On good days he 
would have lots to say about what they’d done in class or if there had been a 
particularly exciting game of handball at lunch time.  On the other days I could 
see him doing his best to hold it together until we got to the car and then the tears 
would come.  I never knew in the morning which kind of day it would be, but I 
did know that the bad ones were starting to come much more often.    
Although I talked to my son’s teacher about what was happening early on 
and I could see that she was trying to help, she couldn’t seem to make much 
headway with the other children.  In fact, it only seemed to make things worse.    
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 It was hard to know how much of this to share with other parents as I tried 
to decide what to do.  I worried that they might see it as a criticism of their own 
parenting and take offence.  Or else, they might lecture me about what my son 
was doing to cause the other children to behave so cruelly towards him.  But a few 
parents could see my distress and we got that cup of tea and talked.  They told me 
their own stories and offered advice.  One parent explained how she had been 
bullied herself as a child and all the lessons it had taught her about how to stay 
strong on life’s journey.  One talked sternly about how important it was to let the 
children work it out for themselves and reminded me that the teachers were all 
overworked and doing their best.  Another told with pride how she had taken the 
Principal to task one day when she was unhappy about how a similar situation had 
been handled by the school and offered to support me to do the same.  Yet another 
advised that, in her experience, once things had started to go bad for a child at a 
school, as she could see that they had for my son, the wisest course of action for 
the sake of their mental health was really to move them to another school.    
I listened intently to all of these stories and tried to see if I could recognise 
myself in any of them.  Could I just have a little more forbearance and wait and 
see how things turned out?  Could I encourage my son to ‘toughen up’ a bit and 
maybe not take things so personally?  Or teach him how to go ‘under the radar’ so 
as not to attract so much negative attention?   Could I try harder to advocate with 
the school and report each and every incident as soon as it happened?  Was I 
letting my son down by leaving him somewhere he was feeling so unsafe?  What 
kind of a parent does that?  What kind of a parent was I? 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
This study explores how parents make sense of their experiences of 
reporting bullying to schools.  At the heart of the study are parents’ personal 
stories of these experiences.  It is fitting that this should be so not only because it 
is such stories which are largely absent from existing research on parents and 
school bullying (Harcourt, Jasperse, & Green, 2014; Sawyer, Mishna, Pepler, & 
Wiener, 2011), but also because it was the process of sharing my story with other 
parents and listening to how they responded with stories of their own that 
provided the ‘animating interest’ (Frank, 2012) for this research.  In exchanging 
stories of reporting bullying with other parents I was struck by the resonances I 
heard not only between our individual stories, but also between our collected 
stories and a broader stock of familiar stories and assumed knowledge about 
parenting and bullying.  In particular, I was intrigued by the way in which this 
broader cultural knowledge seemed to lend moral force to parents’ individual 
accounts of their experiences.  Stories and their capacities are therefore integral to 
this research.   
Further, notions of resonance have been a guiding principle throughout the 
research, especially in deciding how best to represent parents’ stories in written 
form.  As Conle (2000, p. 53) notes, in narrative research ‘resonance is the 
process that carries the inquiry along, producing more and more stories, through 
metaphorical connections rather than strictly logical ones’.  In line with this, a 
major concern in this study has been to attend to parents’ stories about their 
experiences of reporting bullying in ways which allow the resonances at play 
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within and between them to be heard.  In order to achieve this I have drawn on 
narrative methods of interpretation and analysis which resist processes of 
reduction and categorisation, and which allow parents’ stories to ‘breathe’ (Frank, 
2010).   
Accordingly, the structure of the thesis is designed to work experientially, 
inviting the reader to listen for resonances between parents’ personal stories of 
reporting bullying and broader cultural narratives about parents and school 
bullying, rather than explaining these connections in a purely didactic fashion.  
Through these means I invite the reader to enter into an ongoing dialogue with the 
personal and cultural stories presented here.  As Frank (2005, p. 967) explains, the 
meaning of any story in the present depends on the stories it will generate in the 
future: ‘One story calls forth another, both from the storyteller him or herself, and 
from the listener/recipient of the story.  The point of any present story is its 
potential for revision and redistribution in future stories.’   
It is my hope that the stories and analysis presented here will evoke further 
stories and discussion which deepen our capacity to listen and to hear the nuances 
in how parents are positioned, and position themselves, within the complex social 
and cultural environments in which school bullying, and reports of it, take place.  
In the remaining sections of this chapter I set out the rationale, aims and guiding 
questions for this research.  I then briefly consider the significance of the research 
and provide an overview of the structure of the thesis. 
Research Rationale, Aims and Questions 
School bullying is well recognised as a significant problem in many 
countries around the world (Hymel & Swearer, 2015).  In Australia, it is estimated 
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that as many as one in four students are bullied every few weeks or more (Cross et 
al., 2009).  Studies have shown that children who are bullied are at risk of a range 
of adverse health, education and social outcomes including: school avoidance 
(Cross, Lester, & Barnes, 2015), poor academic performance (Juvonen, Wang, & 
Espinoza, 2011; Mundy et al., 2017), the development of eating disorders 
(Striegel-Moore, Dohrm, Pike, Wilfey, & Fairburn, 2002), anxiety, depression and 
suicidal ideation (Holt et al., 2015; Silberg et al., 2016).  In addition, research 
suggests that the harms associated with bullying can extend into adulthood 
(Östberg, Modin, & Låftman, 2017; Takizawa, Maughan, & Arseneault, 2014; 
Wolke, Copeland, Angold, & Costello, 2013).  
In the past few decades, public concern and research activity to address the 
problem has led to the development of an array of school bullying prevention 
policies and programs (Evans, Fraser, & Cotter, 2014; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011), 
many of which emphasise the importance of communication and collaboration 
between parents and schools.  For example, in Australia, the National Safe 
Schools Framework identifies an important role for parents to work in partnership 
with schools to foster safe school environments (Ministerial Council for 
Education Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs [MCEEDYA], 2010).  
In addition, the national anti-bullying website Bullying No Way! recommends 
that parents notify schools if they are aware that their child is being bullied and 
states that: ‘Schools can be much more effective when parents report bullying and 
support their efforts to deal with it’ and further that ‘working together with the 
school is the best way to help your child resolve bullying issues’ (Safe and 
Supportive Schools Working Group, n.d.). 
 6 
 
However, research indicates that such partnerships are proving elusive.  A 
large scale study examining the implementation of the National Safe Schools 
Framework found little evidence of collaboration between parents and schools 
with respect to bullying (Cross, Epstein, et al., 2011).  This is consistent with 
previous Australian findings that parental engagement is one of the most difficult 
elements of school bullying prevention programs to implement (Bernard & Milne, 
2008; McGrath, 2007).  In addition, a recent national survey exploring the 
prevalence and effectiveness of anti-bullying strategies in Australian government 
schools found that parents whose children had been bullied were often critical of 
the way in which schools responded to incidents of bullying, with less than a third 
of respondents believing that the school had been able to stop the bullying (Rigby 
& Johnson, 2016).   
Although parents are widely acknowledged as an important element in the 
prevention of school bullying (e.g. Cross, Epstein, et al., 2011; Rigby, 2013; 
Robinson, 2013), very little research on the topic has been conducted from the 
perspectives of parents themselves (Axford et al., 2015; Harcourt et al., 2014; 
Sawyer et al., 2011).  Much of the extant research relating to parents and school 
bullying has focussed on how parenting behaviours contribute to the risk of 
children becoming involved in bullying situations and what parents can do to 
guard against this (Herne, 2016).  Consequently, relatively little is known about 
how parents make sense of their interactions with schools about incidents of 
bullying.   
However, in recent years a small number of qualitative studies have 
investigated parents’ experiences of reporting bullying to schools in countries 
such as Canada (Sawyer et al., 2011), the United States (Brown, Aalsma, & Ott, 
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2013), Denmark (Hein, 2014, 2016), New Zealand (Harcourt, Green, & Bowden, 
2015) and the United Kingdom (Hale, Fox, & Murray, 2017).  A common finding 
among these studies was that parents are often dissatisfied with the response they 
receive from schools to their reports of bullying and come away from these 
interactions feeling angry and powerless.  Particular concerns for many of the 
parents who took part in these studies were the lack of acknowledgement they 
received from their child’s school of the veracity of their reports of bullying and 
implied criticism by school staff of their performance as a parent.  In addition, 
these studies identified a number of procedural failings in how schools respond to 
reports of bullying, including a lack of timely information provided to parents 
regarding the outcomes of their complaints and any resulting actions taken by the 
school.  
In Australia, qualitative research on this topic has been extremely limited.  
In a small scale study, Humphrey and Crisp (2008) interviewed four parents of 
kindergarten children about their responses to bullying of their child and found 
that the parents experienced feelings of isolation and shame when their reports of 
bullying were dismissed by teaching staff.  Further, participants in the study 
described feeling guilty that they had been unable to protect their child from being 
bullied and questioned the adequacy of their performance as a parent.  As part of a 
broader study on the effects of bullying on family members, Ford (2013) 
interviewed 13 parents of children who had been bullied at school.  This study 
found that relations between parents and teaching staff became adversarial when 
teachers suggested professional counselling for the child who was being bullied 
and parents interpreted this as a ‘blame the victim’ response to the problem.  
Further, these adversarial relations were seen to extend into the broader school 
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community and left parents of bullied children feeling stigmatised and lacking in 
support.    
Overall, previous research on this topic has emphasised the sense of 
powerlessness which is often felt by parents as they attempt to engage with 
schools about incidents of bullying.  However, with the exception of recent 
studies by Hein (2014, 2016) and Hale et al. (2017), research thus far has 
provided little analysis of how such experiences relate to the broader social and 
cultural contexts in which parents’ reports of school bullying take place.  In her 
research, Hein (2014, 2016) explored how Danish parents who reported bullying 
of their child to a school were positioned within broader systems of power and 
meaning whereby their actions were judged according to various parental 
stereotypes, such as ‘over-protective parent’.  According to Hein, such stereotypes 
function as part of a broader system of entangled discursive, institutional and 
political forces that limit parental agency in relation to school bullying.  Recently, 
Hale et al. (2017) have also drawn attention to the role that shared cultural 
understandings about what it means to be a ‘good parent’ play in producing 
feelings of guilt and self-blame when parents find they are unable to protect their 
child from bullying at school.   
From this perspective, productive dialogue between parents and schools 
with respect to bullying can be seen to be undermined by dominant discourses of 
parenting.  In the present study I aim to build on these insights into the 
relationship between parents’ negative experiences of reporting bullying to 
schools and broader social and cultural forces.  However, it is important to note 
that, with the exception of one ‘paradigm case’ described by Brown et al. (2013), 
the experiences of parents who have been satisfied with the responses they 
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received from schools to their reports of bullying have not yet received detailed 
attention in the research literature.  Although Hale et al. (2017) note that three 
parents who took part in their study spoke of positive experiences of reporting 
bullying to their child’s school, their study does not describe these experiences in 
detail.  In the present study, I aim to address this gap in the literature by including 
detailed analysis of parents’ positive stories of reporting bullying as well as those 
which describe less satisfactory experiences.  
Further, as will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2, recent findings from 
the field of parenting culture studies suggest that power relations between parents 
and professionals can be highly fluid as parents reflexively engage with dominant 
discourses of parenting.  In these studies, close analysis of how parents position 
themselves in relation to broad cultural understandings about the roles and 
responsibilities of parents reveal a dynamic process of identity construction 
through which parents claim moral agency for themselves in complex ways.  As 
such, I suggest that an opportunity exists for additional qualitative research which 
seeks more nuanced understandings of how parents make sense of their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  The present study aims to contribute 
to such understandings by using narrative research methods to trace the 
complexities and ambiguities within and across parents’ personal accounts of 
these experiences.  In particular, the study explores resonances between parents’ 
personal accounts of how they responded to the bullying of their child and broader 
cultural narratives about the roles and responsibilities of parents.  Further, the 
study considers the implications these resonances have for the kinds of agency 
that parents claim for themselves as they recount their experiences.  Accordingly, 
the questions which guide this study are:   
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1. How do parents whose children have been bullied at school narrate their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools? 
2. What broad cultural narratives do parents draw on to narrate their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools? 
3. What kinds of agency do parents claim for themselves as they narrate their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools?  
Significance of the Research 
This study contributes new perspectives to school bullying research in a 
number of ways.  Firstly, it adds an Australian perspective to a small but growing 
body of international qualitative research which explores parents’ experiences of 
reporting bullying to schools (e.g. Brown et al., 2013; Hale et al., 2017; Harcourt 
et al., 2015; Hein, 2014, 2016).  Secondly, while these studies focus on the 
negative aspects of such experiences, the present study encompasses a range of 
reporting experiences and provides detailed exploration of a number of examples 
of effective collaborations between parents and schools in response to incidents of 
bullying.  Thirdly, the study provides insight into how parents’ personal stories of 
reporting bullying relate to broader cultural understandings about the roles and 
responsibilities of parents.  In this way the study aligns with an emerging body of 
school bullying research which shifts attention away from individual pathologies 
and causal factors in bullying towards detailed exploration of the complex social 
and cultural environments in which bullying is enacted (Schott & Søndergaard, 
2014).  Thus, the present study stands in contrast to much of the extant research 
on parents and school bullying which, as detailed in Chapter 3, proceeds from a 
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psychological perspective and focuses on how poor parenting behaviours 
contribute to the risk of children becoming involved in bullying situations.  
Further significance of the study lies in its use of narrative research 
methodologies to deeply engage with the complexities in how parents make sense 
of their experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  By attending to the tensions 
and ambiguities in how parents narrate these experiences this study provides 
insight into how parents are both constrained and enabled by broad cultural 
narratives about the roles and responsibilities of parents as they interact with 
schools about incidents of bullying.  As Frank (2010) has argued, stories can be 
both good and bad companions; they can afford dignity and can also deny it.  
Thus, the stories we tell matter in shaping the world we wish to see.  In 
accordance with this, a major concern in this study is to broaden the range of 
available stories about parents in relation to school bullying, and in doing so to 
open the way to more collaborative relations between parents and schools with 
respect to bullying.   
Overview of the Thesis 
This thesis consists of nine chapters, each of which is briefly summarised 
below.  Following this introductory chapter, two literature review chapters 
provide an overview of relevant research relating to contemporary parenting 
culture and parents and school bullying.  These chapters are followed by a 
description of the methodological framework for the research, including its 
theoretical orientation, and the specific methods used to carry out the research.  
The next four chapters present interpretive accounts and narrative analysis of 
parents’ personal stories of reporting bullying derived from interviews with 18 
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parents of children in Years 5-8 in Tasmania, Australia.  One final chapter brings 
together insights from this interpretation and analysis of the interview data with 
discussion of theoretical arguments and implications for policy and practice. 
Chapter 2: Contemporary Parenting Culture 
In this chapter I outline key features of contemporary parenting culture as 
described in the research literature.  In particular, I discuss three inter-related 
themes which are central to dominant discourses of parenting: parental 
responsibility, the management of risk and the perceived need for professional 
expertise to support parents in their role ‘as a parent’.  Further, I consider how 
these shared cultural understandings about the roles and responsibilities of parents 
relate to broader sociocultural changes which have taken place in Western 
societies in the late modern age, such as the rise of neoliberalism and an 
increasing focus on the role of individuals in determining their future life chances.  
Although critics of contemporary parenting culture argue that these 
understandings serve to disempower parents, I show how an emerging body of 
research suggests that parents exercise a degree of creative agency as they 
reflexively engage with notions of what it means to be a ‘good parent’ in the late 
modern age.  
Chapter 3: Parents in School Bullying Research 
In this chapter I provide an overview of research which relates specifically 
to parents and school bullying.  I show how much of the extant research on 
parents and school bullying is located within broad public narratives about parents 
in terms of responsibility and the management of risk.  I argue that prevailing 
representations of parents in such terms are the product of dominant psychological 
conceptualisations of bullying as individual pathological behaviour which stems 
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from deficits in parenting.  I contend that this provides a limited view of parents in 
relation to a complex social and cultural problem.  I then discuss an emerging 
body of research which explores how parents are positioned within the social and 
cultural contexts in which bullying, and reports of bullying, take place.  I argue 
that there is a need for further research in this vein which contributes to rich 
understandings of the ways in which parents make sense of their experiences of 
reporting bullying to schools. 
Chapter 4: Methodology  
In this chapter I describe the methodological framework for this study, 
including its narrative orientation and the specific methods used to conduct the 
research.  Firstly, I explain how the study is underpinned by a ‘storied resource 
perspective’ (Smith & Sparkes, 2008) which emphasises the shared cultural 
resources that people use to construct stories of personal experience.  Following 
this, I outline how the study draws on Arthur Frank’s (1995, 2013)1 typology of 
illness narratives (restitution, chaos and quest), as a ‘listening device’ to explore 
the common storylines that parents use to narrate their experiences of reporting 
bullying; and further, to consider the implications these storylines have for the 
types of agency they claim for themselves as they do so.  I then provide a detailed 
description of the methods used to carry out the research including: key ethical 
considerations, selection and recruitment of participants, design and conduct of 
narrative research interviews, transcription of the interviews and analysis and 
presentation of the data. 
                                                 
1
 A second edition of Arthur Frank’s The Wounded Storyteller was published in 2013.  
All further references are to this edition. 
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Chapter 5: Parents’ Stories of Reporting Bullying 
This chapter presents a series of vignettes which derive from interviews I 
conducted with 18 parents of children in Years 5-8 in Tasmania, Australia, about 
their experiences of reporting bullying of their child to a school.  The vignettes are 
interpretive accounts of the stories parents told during the interviews, and are 
arranged in the order in which the interviews took place.  The chapter is designed 
to provide something of the experience of listening to parents’ stories one after 
another, and becoming attuned to the cultural resonances at play within and 
between them.  In this way the chapter demonstrates a key assumption of the 
research which is that ‘people’s stories, however personal they are, depend on 
shared narrative resources’ (Frank, 2010, p. 14).  In addition, these vignettes act as 
a resource for further layers of analysis in the following chapters. 
Chapters 6, 7 & 8: Restitution, Chaos and Quest. 
In these three chapters I use Arthur Frank’s typology of illness narratives 
to guide a detailed re-telling of a selection of parents’ stories of reporting bullying.  
The typology provides a ‘listening device’ to explore the common storylines that 
parents draw on to narrate their experiences of reporting bullying to schools and 
the types of agency they claim for themselves as they do so.  Of the 18 parents’ 
stories included in the study, nine were selected for focussed attention in these 
chapters.  Each narrative type is considered in a separate chapter which focusses 
on three stories which resonate strongly with that particular narrative type.  A key 
concern in these chapters is to trace the complexities in how parents narrate these 
experiences and to mark the moments when their stories shift from one narrative 
type to another.  In this way, these chapters provide insight into the dynamic 
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narrative processes by which parents enact their identity as a parent as they 
respond to bullying of their child at school.  
Chapter 9: Discussion and Ways Forward 
In the final chapter of the thesis I bring together insights from my 
interpretation and analysis of the interview data with discussion of key issues 
relating to contemporary parenting culture and school bullying as outlined in the 
literature review chapters.  In particular, I consider how the common storylines 
which underlie parents’ stories of reporting bullying relate to dominant discourses 
of individual responsibility, the management of risk and the perceived need for 
professional expertise in contemporary parenting culture.  Further, I consider the 
implications that these shared narrative resources have for the types of agency 
parents claim as they recount their experiences of reporting bullying of their child 
to a school.  Finally, I consider the study’s implications for policy and practice 
and propose some areas for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Contemporary Parenting Culture 
Introduction  
As stated previously, the primary aim of this research is to contribute to 
understandings of how parents make sense of their experiences of reporting 
bullying to schools.  A major concern in the research is to understand how parents’ 
personal accounts of these experiences intersect with broad cultural narratives 
about the role of parents in responding to bullying.  The next chapter provides a 
review of literature which relates specifically to parents and school bullying.  In 
the present chapter I draw on literature which relates to contemporary parenting 
culture more broadly in order to locate the study in wider discussions about the 
roles and responsibilities of parents in contemporary Western societies.  My 
purpose in this is to build an understanding of the discursive environments in 
which parents make sense of their experiences of reporting bullying.  In particular, 
I consider the complex and often contradictory ways in which parents are 
positioned in public discourse.  I begin with a brief overview of the key features 
of contemporary parenting culture as described in the literature.  The remainder of 
the chapter is organised around three inter-related themes which emerge from the 
literature as central to current discourses of parenting: parental responsibility, the 
management of risk and the need for professional expertise. 
Overview of Contemporary Parenting Culture 
In the past few decades, ‘parenting’ and how best to perform the tasks 
associated with it, has become a frequent topic of discussion in the media as well 
as the focus of a publishing boom in practical advice manuals (Assarsson & 
Aarsand, 2011; Hoffman, 2009; Lee, 2014a).  Although the dispensation of 
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childcare advice is not a new phenomenon, in recent times the range of topics on 
which parents are advised has greatly expanded (Stearns, 2003).  In contemporary 
Western societies parents may now choose from a vast array of advice covering 
each stage of their child’s development, from establishing healthy feeding and 
sleeping patterns in babies, through managing toddler tantrums and challenging 
adolescent behaviours to helping school leavers choose a career path (e.g. Carr-
Gregg, 2006; Green, 2006; Kelly, 2015; Lashlie, 2007; Sears & Sears, 2001).  In 
recent years there has also been an increasing amount of information produced to 
help parents safeguard their children against a range of social ills, including 
involvement in bullying situations (e.g. DiMarco & Newman, 2011; Field, 2007; 
Lodge, 2014).   
With so much, often conflicting, information available for parents in the 
public domain it is not surprising that many feel overwhelmed and anxious about 
making the right choices with regard to their children (Furedi, 2008; Pascoe, 2015; 
Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012; Stearns, 2003).  Although the advice on offer 
represents a range of approaches to parenting, a common underlying assumption 
is that the specific practices parents choose in relation to their child will have a 
significant impact on the kind of person that child grows up to be and how they 
will fare in future life.  As Furedi (2008, p. 61) observes, almost every parenting 
act is now ‘analysed in minute detail, correlated with a negative or positive 
outcome, and endowed with far-reaching implications for child development’.  
Indeed, over the past few decades the word ‘parenting’  has come to be 
understood in terms of what parents do, as can be seen in an increasing use of the 
word ‘parent’ as a verb rather than a noun (Gillies, 2011; Hoffman, 2009; Smith, 
2010).  As Hoffman (2009, p. 27) notes, this shift in language usage highlights 
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‘the role of parents as agents who actively produce the child, overshadowing 
parenthood as a state of being in relationship to a child’.    
Numerous researchers have drawn connections between such a view of 
parents as producers of children and neoliberal forms of governance in which 
responsibility for social outcomes is devolved from the state to the individual (e.g., 
Baez & Talburt, 2008; De Benedictis, 2012; Hoffman, 2010; Lee, Macvarish, & 
Bristow, 2010; Lupton, 2012a; Shirani, Henwood, & Coltart, 2012; Wall, 2004).  
From this perspective, parents are held to be responsible for achieving desirable 
health, education and social outcomes for their children.  Furedi describes this 
mode of thinking as ‘an ideology of parental determinism’ and argues that it 
underpins much recent public policy in which ‘it is accepted that parenting 
failures are the cause of many of society’s problems’ (Furedi, 2012, p. 1).  In his 
much cited critique of contemporary parenting culture, Paranoid Parenting 
(2008), Furedi argues that ‘by assuming that so much is at stake’ the ideology of 
parental determinism functions to legitimize a ‘highly interventionist adult role in 
childhood’ (p. 54).  Further, he argues that widespread acceptance of these ideas 
in the public domain has given rise to a culture of anxiety in which parents feel 
compelled to exercise constant vigilance over their children. 
Similarly, in The Claims of Parenting (2012), Ramaekers and Suissa 
highlight the powerful effects that public discourse can have on how parents come 
to understand themselves in their role ‘as a parent’.  As they explain, ‘the claims 
that are made about and on parents can eventually become claims that are made 
by parents themselves, as parents come gradually to see themselves in the ways 
implied in the predominant languages of parenting’ (Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012, p. 
vii).  Through an analysis of recent policy and popular advice literature, these 
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authors show how current public discourse about parents is informed by scientific 
and instrumental accounts of the parent-child relationship.  In particular, they 
show how such discourse draws on concepts which derive from developmental 
psychology and identify a crucial role for parents in children’s cognitive and 
emotional development.  Further, they argue that childrearing is commonly 
conceptualised as a ‘job’ or a ‘task’ requiring particular knowledge and skills.  
The corollary to this is that parents are seen as being ‘in need of education’ if they 
are to fulfil their role as a parent and achieve optimal outcomes for their child 
(Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012, p. 23).   
In line with Furedi (2008), Ramaekers and Suissa (2012, p. xiii) argue that 
the causal logic implied in current discourses of parenting has become so 
pervasive that it is difficult to see it as anything other than natural; ‘so natural, in 
fact, that we seem to hardly even notice it anymore’.  However, a growing body of 
research has begun to critically examine such discourse to show how it is located 
within broader sociocultural changes which have taken place in Western societies 
over the past half-century.  As noted above, researchers have highlighted the 
connection between current conceptualisations of ‘parenting’ as a goal-oriented 
activity and the rise of neoliberal approaches to social policy which focus on 
individual responsibility for achieving a range of desirable outcomes.   
Researchers have also noted close links between an increasing focus on 
notions of parental responsibility and theories of ‘individualization’ in the late 
modern age (e.g. De Benedictis, 2012; Faircloth & Murray, 2015; Gillies, 2005; 
Gillies, 2011; Harden, 2005; Kehily, 2010; Lupton, 2012a).  According to 
theorists such as Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991), the late modern age is 
characterised by the decreasing influence of collective structures such as the 
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family and social class in people’s lives and greater freedom for individuals to 
choose their life’s trajectory.  However, it is argued that with greater freedom of 
choice comes greater responsibility as individuals can no longer rely on traditional 
ways of being but must become active agents in creating their own biographies.  
As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002, p. 3) put it: 
One was born into traditional society and its preconditions (such as social estate 
and religion). For modern social advantages one has to do something, to make an 
active effort. One has to win, know how to assert oneself in the competition for 
limited resources – and not only once but day after day. Thus the normal 
biography becomes the ‘elective biography’, ‘the reflexive biography, the ‘do-it-
yourself biography’. 
Further, it is argued that the constant requirement to position oneself for 
advantage in rapidly changing times carries with it a strong sense of risk, as 
individuals must also bear the consequences of their life choices, successes and 
failures alike.  Thus, ‘the do-it- yourself biography is always a ‘risk biography’, 
indeed a ‘tightrope biography, a state of permanent (partly overt, partly concealed) 
endangerment’ (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, p. 3).  
Although theories of individualization have been subject to much 
scholarly critique, particularly in relation to claims of the decreasing significance 
of social class (for a review of this literature see Dawson, 2012), over the past few 
decades these ideas have gained prominence in public discourse in relation to a 
range of topics which have major import for parents (Gillies, 2005; Mainland, 
Shaw, & Prier, 2017).  Thus, notions of responsibility and risk are integral to 
broad cultural understandings of the role of parents in contemporary Western 
societies.  Further, in this context significant value is placed on the role of 
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professional expertise in assisting parents to negotiate a myriad of potential risks 
and ensure optimal outcomes for their child (Furedi, 2008; Lee, 2014a).  In the 
remainder of this chapter I explore in some further detail ways in which these 
ideas inform how contemporary parents understand themselves in their role as 
parents.   
Responsibility 
A key feature of contemporary parenting culture is the assumption that 
parents are responsible for ensuring a range of desirable health, education and 
social outcomes for their children.  Indeed, such claims are often presented in the 
media and by policy makers and parents alike as self-evident truth (Ramaekers & 
Suissa, 2012; Shuffelton, 2013).  However, historical studies show that beliefs 
about the roles and responsibilities of parenthood have changed over time in 
conjunction with changing perceptions of the nature and meaning of childhood 
(Cunningham, 2005; Stearns, 2003; Zelizer, 1985).  For example, Zelizer (1985) 
argues that in the United States the removal of children from the labour market 
between the 1870s and 1930s contributed to major changes in how children were 
viewed within the family.  In contrast to the economic value children had 
previously held as working members of the family, during the 20th century 
children were increasingly seen in terms of the emotional value they held for their 
parents.  These changes had significant implications for the ways in which parents 
cared for their children, with greater focus placed on what parents could do to 
ensure that their now ‘economically useless but emotionally priceless’ children 
thrived (Zelizer, 1985, p. 209). 
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In addition, smaller family sizes in the 20th century meant that parents had 
more time and resources to devote to the care of individual children (Cunningham, 
2005; Stearns, 2003). According to Furedi (2008), the decline of large, 
intergenerational households represents a key turning point in the history of 
parenting, with mothers and fathers expected to assume increasing responsibility 
for the care of children: 
This view of parenting is closely linked to the decline of large households and the 
rise of more individualized nuclear family arrangements.  Once children are seen 
as the responsibility of a mother and father rather than of a larger community, the 
modern view of parenting acquires salience (p. 102) 
Jenkins (2006) also identifies the decline of extended family support for 
childcare as a major factor which has shaped current perceptions of the roles and 
responsibilities of parents.  Drawing on a famous study of family and kinship in 
East London in the 1950s (Young & Wilmott, 1962), Jenkins observes that in this 
period parenting was understood as a ‘collectively shared enterprise’ with the 
work often ‘distributed across a wide range of extended family and community 
members’ (p. 383).  In this context, decisions about how to care for children were 
guided by ‘collectively agreed approaches and practices’ (p. 384).  By contrast, 
contemporary parents are charged not only with the responsibility of physically 
carrying out the tasks of childcare, but also of determining the best ways to do so 
without the guidance of such shared understandings.  According to Jenkins, one 
effect of the loss of these familial networks of support has been an ‘increase in 
feelings of uncertainty regarding how to be an effective parent’ (p. 384).  
 23 
 
Intensive parenting 
Over the past few decades these changes have also been compounded by 
the growing range of activities for which parents are expected to take 
responsibility (Faircloth, 2014; Furedi, 2008; Hays, 1996).  In recent years 
researchers have used the term ‘intensive parenting’ to denote a highly demanding 
approach to childrearing in which the needs of the child are seen to be paramount 
(e.g Craig, Powell, & Smyth, 2014; Espino, 2013; Faircloth, 2014; Lupton, 2012a; 
Rizzo, Schiffrin, & Liss, 2013; Shirani et al., 2012; Wall, 2010).  Although the 
gender neutral term ‘intensive parenting’ is commonly used in the research 
literature, most studies relating to this style of parenting have focussed on mothers, 
with fathers only recently garnering research attention (Craig et al., 2014; Shirani 
et al., 2012).  Sociologist Sharon Hays first coined the term ‘intensive mothering’ 
in her book The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood (1996).  According to 
Hays, ideas about the importance of intensive contact between mothers and young 
children have contributed to an ‘ideology of intensive mothering’ which is ‘child-
centred, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labour intensive and financially 
expensive’ (Hays, 1996, p. 8).  
As Wall (2010) explains, arguments for intensive parenting practices have 
been strongly influenced by findings from developmental psychology, and in 
particular attachment theory.  Based on studies of the effects of maternal 
deprivation (Bowlby, 1969), and patterns of attachment between an infant and 
their primary caregiver (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978), attachment 
theory posits that children who are deprived of secure attachment with a primary 
caregiver in their early years are at risk of a range of psychological and 
behavioural difficulties across their life course.  Since the 1990s research findings 
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from neurological research have also been used to support claims about the 
importance of primary caregivers ‘spending ample, one-on-one quality time with 
children in order to stimulate brain development and future brain potential’ (Wall, 
2010, p. 254). 
A key concern in critiques of intensive parenting culture is the negative 
impact that such expectations have on mothers’ mental health (Liss, Schiffrin, & 
Rizzo, 2013; Rizzo et al., 2013; Wall, 2010; Warner, 2006).  These studies 
indicate that many mothers feel a sense of guilt or shame when they are unable to 
meet the expectations associated with intensive parenting culture.  For example, 
Wall (2010) interviewed a group of Canadian mothers about their experiences 
with intensive parenting advice and found that many of the mothers felt guilty that 
they were not able to do as much as they thought they should for their children.  
Wall notes that one of the most striking findings of this study is the extent to 
which participants unquestioningly accepted that mothers could control their 
children’s outcomes and were responsible for doing so.  However, she argues that 
this sense of responsibility potentially sets mothers up for failure and results in 
‘increased stress, anxiety, guilt and exhaustion’ (Wall, 2010, p. 262).    
Further, findings from a recent survey of mothers in the United States 
suggest that the pressures associated with intensive parenting culture are 
widespread, affecting even those mothers who do not subscribe to this approach to 
parenting (Henderson, Harmon, & Newman, 2016).  In this study, mothers were 
surveyed about their beliefs about their role as a mother and the pressures they 
encounter in the role.  The study found that whether or not participants supported 
ideas of intensive parenting, they felt pressured to be ‘perfect’ in their role as a 
mother and a sense of guilt about not living up to expected standards of parenting.  
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The authors suggest that these findings are indicative of the hegemonic power of 
current discourses of intensive mothering, such that ‘the existence of the pressure 
to be a perfect mother seems to be infiltrating the ways in which women view 
themselves’ (Henderson et al., 2016, p. 522).  
As noted previously, very little research has focussed on how fathers 
respond to the demands of intensive parenting culture.  However, a recent analysis 
of time spent by Australian mothers and fathers with their children suggests that 
fathers may also be participating in a trend towards more intensive child-centred 
parenting (Craig et al., 2014).  Based on an analysis of data from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Time Use Surveys for the years 1992 and 2006, the 
study found that although mothers continued to be the primary carers of children, 
during this period fathers took on an increased range of responsibilities in relation 
to childcare, including hands-on routine care.  The authors posit that these 
changes may be influenced by ‘discourses on the active, engaged father’ and 
further that they provide support for ‘the notion that fathers are an integral part of 
the trend towards intensive parenting’ (Craig et al., 2014, p. 569-70).   
Parents as partners 
One area of parental responsibility which has particular relevance to the 
present study is involvement with children’s schooling.  Throughout much of the 
20th century there was little expectation that parents would actively engage with 
their child’s school or undertake activities at home to support their child’s formal 
learning (Proctor, 2010; Vincent & Tomlinson, 1997).  Indeed, as Vincent and 
Tomlinson (1997, p. 363) note, ‘in the immediate post-war period, parents were 
largely kept at a distance from schools and the process of schooling’.  However, 
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from the 1970s onwards parents began to be encouraged to take a more active role 
in their children’s education (Dimmock, O'Donoghue, & Robb, 1996).   
Over the past few decades a significant amount of research activity has 
been directed towards improving parental engagement with schools (Dimmock et 
al., 1996; Emerson, Fear, Fox, & Sanders, 2012; Epstein et al., 2009; Fox & Olsen, 
2014; Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies, 2007; Hornby, 2011; Povey et al., 
2016).  In Australia, parental engagement is currently included as a key factor in 
government policies which aim to improve children’s educational outcomes.  For 
example, parental engagement is included as one of four pillars of the federal 
government’s current schools reform agenda, entitled Students First.  The other 
three pillars are: teacher quality, school autonomy and strengthening the 
curriculum.  According to the Students First website, parent engagement covers a 
broad range of activities across home and school environments: 
Effective parent and family engagement in education is more than just 
participation in school meetings and helping with fundraising, it is actively 
engaging with your child’s learning, both at home and at school.  When schools 
and families work together, children do better and stay in school longer 
(Department of Education and Training, 2016). 
From this perspective, parents are seen to have a clear responsibility to 
work in partnership with schools to improve children’s educational outcomes.  
However, an extensive body of research has shown that relations between parents 
and schools are often fraught with tensions about the nature and extent of parental 
responsibility within such partnerships (e.g. Armstrong, 1995; Bastiani, 1993; 
Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010; Crozier, 1998, 2000; De Carvalho, 2001; Vincent, 
1996; Vincent & Tomlinson, 1997).  As Vincent and Tomlinson (1997, p. 366) 
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point out, although the term ‘partnership’ is suggestive of a relationship between 
equals, the rhetoric of partnership ‘fails to recognise the way in which teachers 
have, by virtue of their location within an institution and their professional 
knowledge, a built in command over the relationship’.  Further, they argue that 
efforts to promote collaboration between home and school, such as home-school 
contracts, serve to ‘enforce particular forms of parental behaviour’ and thus can 
be seen as ‘part of a discursive ensemble to promote “good” parenting practices, 
and to emphasise complete parental responsibility for children's behaviour and 
achievement’ (Vincent & Tomlinson, 1997, p. 373).   
As Nakagawa (2000, p. 448) observes ‘the discourse surrounding parental 
involvement sends a variety of messages’ in which parents are represented as both 
‘protectors’ and ‘problems’ in relation to their children’s education.  Through an 
analysis of educational policy and school documents in the United States, 
Nakagawa shows how parents are seen as an important resource for schools in 
meeting their educational goals, but are also blamed when schools fail to meet 
these goals.  Nakagawa (2000, p. 456) argues that this places parents in a ‘double-
bind’, making it hard for them to know how to best help their children in relation 
to school: 
Parents are told that they are a valuable tool but are also told that they are the 
cause of why schools are not doing better.  Parents can turn the schools around, 
but first they must take time off work and learn what they are supposed to do.  In 
either case, parents must act in ways validated by the school system, or their 
participation is not recognized or may be resented. The good parent is constructed 
as one who takes the lead of the school, who is involved but not too involved, and 
who supports but does not challenge. 
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More recently, studies have shown that tensions about the exact nature of 
the role of parents in relation to children’s schooling are ongoing (Bæck, 2010; 
Barr et al., 2012; Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010; Freeman, 2010; Luet, 2017; 
Macfarlane, 2008, 2009; Tveit, 2009).  For example, Macfarlane (2008) discusses 
the experience of a group of parents in Queensland, Australia, who attempted to 
lobby the State education authority for additional teacher aide time in prep classes.  
Although these parents felt that they were ‘doing their job’ by advocating for 
more resources for their school, the response from education authorities indicated 
that the parents had ‘crossed the line’ by attempting to intervene in decisions 
about curriculum and staffing issues.  As Macfarlane notes, it is not difficult to see 
how such conflicts might arise when policy directives invite parents to engage 
with schools, yet also place limits on the types of activities which are seen to be 
appropriate to the parent role.  According to Macfarlane (2008, p. 705), the 
rhetoric of parent-school partnerships assigns parents a role that is ‘active and 
engaged’ but does not extend to positions of leadership or expert opinion.  Parents 
who step outside the confines of this role risk being seen as a problem to be 
managed by the school rather than a ‘properly engaged’ member of the school 
community.   
Parents as consumers 
At the same time, parents are constructed as ‘consumers’ or ‘clients’ as 
schools compete for students in increasingly market driven systems of education 
(Angus, 2015; Windle, 2009).  As Cucchiara and Horvat (2014, p. 491) observe, 
‘because consumption is intertwined with how people think about themselves and 
their lives and the identities they wish to project, the choices they make take on 
enormous significance’.  Research indicates that many Australian parents see the 
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choice of where they will send their child to school as one of the most important 
decisions they will make on behalf of their child and it is often the source of a 
great deal of anxiety (Aitchison, 2010; Beamish & Morey, 2012; Campbell, 
Proctor, & Sherington, 2009; Proctor & Aitchison, 2015).  This is a relatively 
recent phenomenon as for much of the 20th century the majority of Australian 
parents sent their children to their local government or Catholic school as a matter 
of course, with only the wealthy able to choose high fee paying private schools 
(Campbell et al., 2009).  However, in the past few decades, education reforms at 
state and federal levels have led to the production of highly differentiated 
education markets in which parents are encouraged to act as informed consumers 
and choose the best available school for their child.   
These changes can be seen as part of a neoliberal reform agenda in which 
individuals are expected to take greater responsibility for maximising their future 
life chances (Angus, 2015).  In addition, ‘policies of choice’ are intended as a 
means of improving accountability and quality control in schools (Campbell, 2005; 
Campbell et al., 2009; Connell, 2013; Proctor & Aitchison, 2015).  As Proctor and 
Aitchison (2015, p. 325) explain:  
The public vigilance of parents acting as individuals, yet coordinated by the 
market mechanism, is meant to be a key driver of quality control. Under-
performing schools, it is argued, will be forced to make improvements in order to 
attract parents. Well-managed schools will be validated in the marketplace. 
From this perspective, parents are understood to be powerful agents in 
securing long-term benefits for their children through the choices they make about 
their education.  However, critics have argued that rather than opening up better 
educational opportunities to more students, market driven approaches to education 
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only exacerbate inequities, as they increase ‘sorting of students between schools 
based on their socio-economic status, their ethnicity and their ability, and quality 
can become increasingly unequal between schools’ (Musset, 2012, p. 4).  Connell 
(2013,  p. 106) argues that this process of sorting and the resulting ‘jockeying for 
position in competitive markets’ undermines respect and trust in educational 
relationships.  Further, Connell suggests that the pressure for schools to act as 
competitive businesses with systems of ‘accountability’ has created particular 
tensions for teachers, who are increasingly expected to demonstrate their 
professionalism against short-term performance measures such as results in high 
stakes testing regimes.  According to Connell, such measures only serve to 
undermine teachers’ professionalism as they struggle to balance short-term goals 
with the broader needs of their students. 
Notions of accountability within consumer models of education also have 
significant implications for relations between parents and schools, most 
particularly when parents are dissatisfied with the ‘service’ provided.  In this 
context parents are ‘charged with an advocacy role’ (Inglis, 2012, p. 95) which 
often involves questioning specific educational practices adopted by the school.  
However, as discussed previously, there is a fine line between parents being seen 
to be ‘properly engaged’ in their child’s education and being seen as a ‘problem’ 
if they become too demanding or express views contrary to those of school staff.  
Studies have shown that relations between parents and schools can become 
strained when parents adopt an advocacy role, especially if teachers perceive that 
their professional judgement is being undermined (Hornby, 2011; Inglis, 2012; 
Landeros, 2010; Moore, 1994).  
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‘Storming’ parents 
In recent years there has also been growing concern about parents who 
express their dissatisfaction with schools through angry or aggressive behaviours 
(e.g. Australian Broadcasing Commission, 2016; Paine, 2015).  A recent national 
survey of Australian school principals found that more than one third of 
respondents had experienced bullying in the previous year, with parents being 
amongst the worst offenders (Riley, 2015).  Education authorities have responded 
to concerns about the increasing incidence of such behaviour with a range of 
measures to help schools manage the behaviour of parents and provide a safe 
working environment for staff.  For example, recent changes to the Tasmanian 
Education Act provide for the development of adult behaviour policies in schools 
and the introduction of penalties for adults who behave in unacceptable ways 
towards staff or students (Department of Education  Tasmania, 2017).  
In an analysis of different types of communications between parents and 
schools, Vincent and Martin (2002, p. 114) refer to expressions of anger or direct 
protest by parents as ‘storming’.  In this study they conducted interviews with 
parents at two secondary schools in the United Kingdom about the various 
strategies they used to raise concerns with their child’s school and the types of 
responses they received.  The study found that instances of ‘storming’ were rare, 
with parents often choosing to remain silent about their concerns.  For some 
parents the decision to remain silent was influenced by concerns about being seen 
as a ‘pushy parent’ while others took a ‘wait and see’ approach to problems at 
school.  When instances of ‘storming’ did occur, they were overwhelmingly 
prompted by concerns about a child’s welfare, such as involvement in bullying, 
rather than their academic progress or other administrative matters.  The authors 
 32 
 
suggest that parents may be less restrained in their communications with schools 
about children’s welfare because such issues ‘engage the parent’s primary role as 
a carer’ (Vincent & Martin, 2002, p. 120). 
In a further article which draws on this research, Ranson, Martin, and 
Vincent (2004) provide a detailed analysis of these instances of ‘storming’ by 
parents.  They argue that through their expression of anger these parents sought 
not only to advocate for their child but also to ‘recover their sense of 
responsibility and self-respect’ as a parent (p. 272).  The authors found that 
instances of ‘storming’ were often prompted by events where parents felt that the 
school was failing in its responsibility in loco parentis, thereby posing a threat to 
their own ‘sense of responsibility for their children and need to feel secure about 
their wellbeing’ (p. 266).  Feelings of frustration and anger were also exacerbated 
if parents perceived that their capability as a parent was being called into question 
by the school.  Instances of ‘storming’ often occurred after parents had exercised 
patience for some time before confronting the school about a particular grievance: 
‘But then an event causes exasperation and patience to evaporate.  Indignant 
parents demand attention: marching in to school, or telephoning and insisting on 
an immediate meeting’ (p. 269).  Despite the highly charged nature of these 
interactions, the authors argue that the orientation of the parents was towards 
reaching shared understanding and a resolution to the problem: 
The parents were demanding immediate redress yet the language codes of their 
narratives communicated a realization of the need for problem-solving that 
required investigation, conversation and thus accurate knowledge for appropriate 
decision making.  Thus the parents, while transgressing civic norms in expressing 
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anger, were also, in their ‘performing attitude’ communicating the need for 
deliberation, reasonableness and co-operative action (Ranson et al., 2004, p. 270). 
However, Ranson et al. (2004) argue that this underlying orientation 
towards collaborative problem-solving was not often reciprocated in the responses 
parents received from schools, which commonly served to reinforce the 
professional authority of the school and position parents as ‘subordinate clients’ 
(p. 273).  By drawing attention to the multiple layers of meaning in these 
interactions, Ranson et al. (2004) provide important insight into the complex 
social and cultural environments which parents must negotiate as they advocate 
with schools on behalf of their child.  As I discuss in the following section, 
acknowledgement of this complexity is particularly important in the context of 
current conceptualisations of parenting which emphasise the role of parents in 
managing a wide range of risks to children’s health and safety.  
Risk 
As noted previously, social theorists have argued that late modernity is 
characterised by a sense of risk and uncertainty as individuals are seen to be 
responsible for determining their future circumstances through the choices they 
make (Beck, 1992; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Giddens, 1991).  From this 
perspective social problems are regarded as the result of poor choices by 
individuals.  For parents, this way of thinking brings a heightened sense of risk, as 
the choices they make on behalf of their children are imbued with significance not 
only for their children’s future but also for their sense of themselves as a ‘good 
parent’ (Furedi, 2008; Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012).   
 34 
 
Further, in contemporary Western societies the notion of risk is primarily 
understood in negative terms as possible danger or outcomes to be avoided (Lee, 
2014b; Tulloch & Lupton, 2003).  As Lee (2014b, p. 11) explains, in the past the 
notion of risk was associated with the calculation of probable outcomes, which 
could be positive or negative, whereas in more recent times it has come to be 
associated with ‘a way of thinking about the future in which possibilities that are 
untoward are taken into account more than probabilities’.  In Beck’s view, such a 
focus on risk avoidance has implications for the quality of community and the 
types of values shared by society.  He argues that in the transition from class to 
risk society the broad goal of equality has been replaced by concerns about safety 
and further, that society is now bound by a ‘commonality of anxiety’ rather than 
one of need: 
The place of the value system of the ‘unequal society’ is taken by the value 
system of the ‘unsafe society’.  Whereas the utopia of equality contains a wealth 
of substantial and positive goals of social change, the utopia of the risk society 
remains peculiarly negative and defensive (Beck, 1992, p. 49). 
Parents as risk managers 
In line with Beck’s description of the risk society, numerous authors have 
called attention to a pervasive sense of anxiety in contemporary parenting culture 
(Bristow, 2014a; Espino, 2013; Faircloth, 2014; Furedi, 2008; Guldberg, 2009; 
Kehily, 2010; Nelson, 2010; Skenazy, 2009; Stearns, 2003; Warner, 2006).  
Furedi (2008) argues that contemporary parents are guided in their approach to 
childrearing by the perception that the modern world poses an increasing number 
of threats to children’s health and safety.  He states that ‘since the 1980s the belief 
that youngsters are inherently vulnerable and “at risk” has acquired the character 
 35 
 
of a cultural dogma’ (Furedi, 2008, p. 42).  Further, Kehily (2010) argues that 
public discourse about the dangers posed by new technologies, the rising 
influence of consumerism and pressure associated with high stakes educational 
testing, contributes to a perception that childhood itself is undergoing a ‘crisis’.  
As a prime example of such discourse, Kehily (2010, p. 173) cites Sue Palmer’s 
book, Toxic Childhood (2006), in which it is argued that the modern world 
produces a ‘toxic cocktail’ of damaging influences which threaten to contaminate 
the experience of childhood.  From this perspective, parents are seen to have a 
crucial role in preserving a particular type of childhood which, it is argued, is 
more in tune with children’s developmental needs.  Indeed, in the sequel to this 
book, Detoxing Childhood (2007), Palmer provides detailed guidance for parents 
on how they can fulfil this role by carefully monitoring the types of influences 
their children are exposed to.   
In addition to shielding children from the damaging effects of modern 
society, contemporary parents are seen to have a responsibility to protect their 
children from a range of accidents which were previously accepted as part and 
parcel of childhood (Furedi, 2008; Stearns, 2003).  As Stearns observes, in the 
19th century accidents in childhood were regarded as unfortunate but largely 
unavoidable.  However, during the 20th century ideas of risk and accident were 
redefined ‘in favour of a nearly explicit position that accidents were not really 
accidental – they flowed from parental fault’ (Stearns, 2003, p. 37).  Thus, new 
perceptions of risk as something which can be controlled were accompanied by 
the assumption that parents can, and should, control their children’s environment 
in order to ensure their health and safety.  Along with Stearns (2003), a number of 
authors have argued that these ideas contribute to high levels of anxiety amongst 
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parents who feel that they must be constantly on the alert for anything that could 
possibly go wrong (e.g. Furedi, 2008; Guldberg, 2009; Skenazy, 2009).  
However, research shows that the way in which parents respond to risk in 
everyday life is somewhat more complex as they attempt to negotiate differing 
cultural viewpoints on the place of risk in children’s lives (Backett-Milburn & 
Harden, 2004; Jenkins, 2006; Little, 2015; Niehues, Bundy, Broom, & Tranter, 
2015; Niehues et al., 2013).  For example, Jenkins (2006) interviewed parents 
whose children had sustained injuries while participating in ‘risky’ activities such 
as skateboarding or horse riding, and found that the parents struggled with 
competing sets of social expectations about the degree to which they should 
attempt to protect their child from such injuries.  While participants in the study 
spoke of their strong desire to keep their child safe, they also made frequent 
reference to warnings against ‘wrapping children up in cotton wool’.  Jenkins 
suggests that such warnings harken back to a previous generation of parents which 
was more accepting of the ‘inevitability of adversity and the need for children to 
learn through their exposure to it’ (p. 385).  He describes how parents attempted 
to balance these differing approaches to risk by allowing their child to engage in 
‘risky’ activities whilst also putting in place strategies to reduce the risk of 
accidents and to respond when they did occur.   
In a recent Australian study, Little (2015) also found tensions between 
mothers’ acknowledgement of the benefits of risk taking in outdoor play and their 
desire to protect their children from harm.  In this study, mothers of four and five 
year old children were asked about their beliefs and current practices regarding 
their children’s risk taking in outdoor play, as well as their own experiences of 
such play during childhood.  Although the majority of participants acknowledged 
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the valuable learning opportunities for children in independent outdoor play, and 
reflected positively on their own experiences of playing unsupervised outdoors as 
a child, they also indicated they would not allow their children the same freedom 
that they had experienced, even when they were a little older and better able to 
negotiate risks for themselves.  Amongst the reasons given for this greater degree 
of caution were concerns about ‘stranger danger’ and the fear that their child may 
be abused or abducted.  The knowledge that this was statistically unlikely did little 
to allay these fears, which the author notes were significantly influenced by 
reports in the media.  In addition, some participants described how they were 
influenced in their decision making by concerns that ‘their parenting skills would 
be called into question’ by other parents if they allowed their child to take risks 
while playing.  Consequently these parents ‘placed greater restrictions on their 
children than they might otherwise’ (Little, 2015, p. 34).   
Similarly, Niehues et al. (2015, p. 818) found that parents who exercised a 
high degree of control over their children’s activities were strongly influenced by 
concerns about being seen as a ‘good parent’ and ‘worried when they believed 
that their parenting skills were being questioned’.  However, a second group of 
parents who had experienced a greater degree of adversity in their own lives had a 
more positive view of risk and saw it as an opportunity for their children to learn 
to overcome their fears and cope with adversity.  The authors suggest that by 
allowing their children to engage in risky activities this group of parents chose to 
‘acknowledge life’s uncertainties’ and to ‘share control with their children and 
other adults’ (Niehues et al., 2015, pp. 817-818).  In contrast to representations of 
contemporary parenting culture as a monolithic force which allows parents little 
choice in how they respond to risk, these studies highlight the complex range of 
 38 
 
social and cultural influences that parents negotiate on a daily basis as they make 
decisions about how they will care for their child.  As Jenkins (2006, p. 387) 
states: ‘Parents are not the passive recipients of cultural messages but interact and 
negotiate with a plurality of risk orientations every time their child exits the front 
door.’   
The ‘double bind’ of parenting culture 
These studies also illustrate what Bristow (2014a) has termed ‘the double 
bind of parenting culture’ in which parents experience conflict between the sense 
of responsibility encouraged by intensive parenting culture and warnings against 
over-protective parenting, often conveyed through the use of pejorative terms 
such as ‘cotton wool kids’ and ‘helicopter parents’.  In recent years problems 
associated with over-protective parenting have become a frequent topic of 
discussion in the media and on parenting websites (e.g. Fontaine, 2015; Gopal, 
2016; Joyce, 2014; Loh, 2016).  In addition, popular advice manuals provide 
strong warnings for parents against intervening each time their child encounters a 
problem (e.g Glass & Tabatsky, 2014; Guldberg, 2009; Lahey, 2015; Lythcott-
Haims, 2015; Skenazy, 2009).  These authors argue that the extreme risk aversion 
which characterises intensive parenting culture is itself a risk to children’s healthy 
development because it does not allow them the freedom to learn how to solve 
problems for themselves and cope with adversity.  However, as Bristow (2014a, 
pp. 201-202) points out, such critiques are also informed by ‘central tenets of 
intensive parenting culture, which presume that what parents do (or don’t do) is a 
central and determining importance’. 
One area in which the double bind of parenting culture is increasingly 
evident, and which has particular salience for the present study, is that of 
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children’s mental health.  As Stearns (2003, pp. 21-22) outlines, during the 20th 
century a view of children as emotionally fragile and ‘vulnerable to psychological 
demons’ gradually replaced one of children as naturally resilient and possessing 
an inner core of ‘sturdiness’ which, with a small amount of adult guidance, would 
see them through most difficulties.  This new perception of childhood as a time 
fraught with potentially damaging fears and insecurities was accompanied by a 
significant increase in parental obligation to help children manage their emotions: 
‘Childhood self-sufficiency had been redefined away’ and ‘parental vigilance was 
required’ (Stearns, 2003. p. 25).  According to Stearns these changes represent ‘a 
cultural shift of major proportions’ which has continued into the new millennium 
(p. 39).  In line with this, Furedi (2008, p. 45) claims that ‘the emotionally 
damaged child has become the symbol of contemporary childhood’.  Further, in 
the past few decades the perceived need for vigilance in relation to children’s 
mental health has acquired a greater sense of urgency as reports of youth suicides 
and school shootings, such as that which occurred in 1999 at Columbine High 
School in the United States, prompt widespread discussions about the relative 
responsibilities of parents and schools in preventing such tragedies (Hong, Cho, 
Allen-Meares, & Espelage, 2011; Muschert & Peguero, 2010). 
In Australia, as elsewhere in the Western world, concerns about children’s 
mental health are high on the public agenda.  In 2014, suicide was the leading 
cause of death amongst young Australians aged between 5 and 17 years 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016c).  The Australian Child and Adolescent 
Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing conducted in 2014 found that almost one 
in seven (13.9%) 4-17 year olds had experienced a mental disorder in the previous 
12 months (Lawrence et al., 2015, p. 4).  With regard to prevention efforts, 
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parents are seen to have a crucial role to play in monitoring their children for early 
signs of emotional or psychological distress.  For example, KidsMatter, an 
Australian mental health initiative delivered through primary schools and early 
childhood centres, identifies families as the ‘first and biggest influence on 
children’s mental health’ and includes a range of resources to assist parents to 
‘support children’s mental health and wellbeing, and to recognise if and when 
professional help is needed’ (KidsMatter, 2016).  
However, for many parents, seeking help on behalf of a child who is 
experiencing a mental illness can be overlaid with concerns about their 
performance as a parent.  Studies have shown that parents whose children 
experience mental illness often blame themselves for the illness, perceiving that 
some fault or oversight in their parenting has contributed to its onset (Eaton, Ohan, 
Stritzke, & Corrigan, 2016; Ferriter & Huband, 2003; Francis, 2012; Harden, 
2005; Hughes et al., 2017; Moses, 2010).  Moses (2010, p. 104) argues that 
mothers are particularly susceptible to feelings of self-blame regarding their 
child’s mental illness and suggests that this ‘can easily be tied to culturally 
dominant narratives about the requirements for being a “good mother”, namely, 
patience, selfless devotion and readiness to always protect and fight for their 
child’.  In addition to blaming themselves for contributing to the cause of their 
child’s illness, Moses found that some parents also blamed themselves for failing 
to advocate effectively on behalf of their child with service providers and schools.  
Further, she describes the strong sense of inadequacy these mothers felt when they 
failed to meet the ‘internal standards of valour’ which some mothers hold 
themselves to (Moses, 2010, p. 109).   
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Eaton et al. (2016) also found that parents of children with emotional 
and/or behavioural disorders measured themselves against a ‘good parent’ ideal.  
All of the mothers interviewed for their study ‘placed a strong emphasis on being 
and or/ being recognised as a good parent’ which they described as ‘one who 
protected, nurtured and provided for the child’ (p. 3114).  However, all of the 
mothers who took part in the study also reported that they had, at some time, felt 
blamed by others ‘for creating, exacerbating or not doing enough to remedy their 
child’s disorder’ (p. 3115).  This contributed to feelings of self-doubt regarding 
their competence as a parent, and led some of the mothers to avoid social 
situations due to fears that they would experience further censure.  However, 
some described how they were able to meet their own standards of being a ‘good 
parent’ through actions they took to protect their child, for example: ‘enlisting 
teachers, psychologists and occupational therapists to support their child at school’ 
or ‘standing in the playground to ensure the child was not teased or bullied’ (p. 
3118).  The authors suggest that ‘these selfless acts confirmed to mothers that 
were good parents because they were acting in the best interests of the child’ (p. 
3118). 
Although parents are encouraged to keep a close eye on their children’s 
mental health and to seek professional help if they are concerned, research 
indicates that efforts to do so can be interpreted by teachers and other 
professionals working with children as ‘over-parenting’ if they do not agree with 
the parent’s assessment of the situation.  For example, Locke, Campbell, and 
Kavanagh (2012) conducted an online survey of professionals working with 
families and children about their observations of over-parenting.  In this survey, 
over-parenting was defined as ‘over-using valued parenting practices like 
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monitoring, protection or caring for their children’, as well as a failure by parents 
to ‘alter their parenting style as their children develop, to give them more 
independence or expect more from them’ (p. 251). Among the examples 
respondents gave of this type of parenting were instances where a parent’s ‘high 
responsiveness to their child resulted in them believing that their child had mental 
health problems or special needs’ (p. 255).  When the professionals involved did 
not believe that the child had these issues or needs, the parent was seen to be 
advocating excessively on behalf of their child, and such action was taken as 
evidence of parental anxiety rather than any particular problem being experienced 
by the child.   
Such responses can prove highly distressing for parents and potentially 
jeopardise children’s access to necessary services.  For example, Clarke (2012) 
interviewed mothers whose children had been diagnosed with a mental health 
issue about their attempts to seek assistance for their child.  The study found that 
mothers’ early attempts to raise concerns about their child were often dismissed 
by medical and other professionals as unfounded concerns about typical childhood 
behaviours or with assertions that the child was ‘just eccentric’ (Clarke, 2012, p. 
361).  Clarke argues that these mothers experienced ‘surplus suffering’, that is, 
suffering not only because of the difficulties their children experienced, but also 
‘suffering that results from, among other things, the failure to believe mothers as 
they describe the early symptoms of their child(ren)’ (p. 363).   
A number of studies have found that such encounters with health 
professionals represent a significant source of anxiety for many parents, who may 
avoid seeking assistance for their child rather than subject themselves to negative 
evaluations of their parenting (e.g. Edmunds, 2005; Frigerio, Montali, & Fine, 
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2013; McMaster, Beale, Hillege, & Nagy, 2004; Neill, Cowley, & Williams, 
2013).  Indeed, parents who demonstrate a high degree of involvement in their 
children’s lives are increasingly seen as being in need of education or professional 
assistance to address what is considered to be a harmful approach to parenting (e.g. 
Hudson & Dodd, 2012; Marano, 2008; Munich & Munich, 2009; Segrin, Givertz, 
Swaitkowski, & Montgomery, 2015; Ungar, 2009).  Further, Locke et al. (2012, p. 
262-3) suggest that the harmful effects of over-parenting are not limited to 
children and parents, but are also ‘likely to cause difficulties for schools in 
maintaining discipline and providing proper care and opportunities to allow 
children to experience appropriate maturational experiences’.  In other words, it is 
suggested that by maintaining too close an involvement in their children’s 
problems, parents may be undermining the work of schools.   
Thus, the ‘double bind’ of parenting culture is such that although parents 
are seen to have primary responsibility for ensuring the wellbeing of their child, 
they are also encouraged to question their own competence as a parent and to seek 
the advice of experts.  Parents who fail to follow professional recommendations 
about what is best for children are seen as a source of risk not only to their own 
children, but to society as a whole (Gillies, 2008; Hoffman, 2010).  Accordingly, 
parents are seen to have a moral duty to acquire the skills and knowledge 
necessary to be a ‘good parent’ (Gillies, 2011).  I now turn to the final section of 
this chapter in which I consider the role of professional expertise in contemporary 
parenting culture and the implications this has for how parents see themselves in 
their role as a parent.     
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Professional Expertise  
As noted at the outset of this chapter, a key feature of contemporary 
parenting culture is the vast array of advice which is available to help parents 
ensure the best possible outcomes for their child.  From the early days of 
pregnancy women are monitored and advised by health professionals about what 
is best for the healthy development of their baby (Bell, McNaughton, & Salmon, 
2009; Lupton, 2011, 2012b).  Health problems or developmental delays in 
children are frequently attributed to the failure of mothers to conform to such 
advice (Lupton, 2011).  Consequently, new mothers experience significant social 
pressure to adhere to professionally prescribed parenting practices.  As Lupton 
(2012b, p. 338) observes, failure to do so is ‘to invite moral censure from others 
and feelings of guilt, shame and self-blame on oneself’.  According to Pascoe 
(2015), such concerns are indicative of a broad cultural transformation which took 
place during the second half of the 20th century in which professional expertise 
came to be valued over more traditional forms of knowledge about childrearing: 
In the late 1940s and 1950s, motherhood was viewed as intuitive and natural, a 
role that the majority of women adopted instinctively.  Seventy years later, 
motherhood is viewed as a difficult occupation requiring training, specialist 
knowledge and expert advice. Women are encouraged to reject the misleading 
impulses of their intuition and the experiential advice of their mothers and 
grandmothers and place their trust in professionals (Pascoe, 2015, p. 219). 
Ramaekers and Suissa (2012, p. 3) refer to these changes as the 
‘scientisation of the parent-child relationship’ and describe how advice to parents 
has come to be dominated by findings from developmental psychology which 
emphasise the influence of a child’s early experiences on their future development.  
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From this perspective, parenting is seen as a future oriented activity in which 
parents undertake specific tasks in order to achieve a prescribed set of 
developmental outcomes for their child.  In line with Smith (2010), Ramaekers 
and Suissa argue that this view of parenting can be seen as part of a broad move 
toward a culture of technical rationality whereby the value of human interactions 
are assessed in terms of their contribution towards particular outcomes.  As 
Smeyers (2010, p. 272) notes, this trend is ‘nourished by the illusion that all 
problems can be solved, or at the very least their negative effects can be lessened, 
and there are experts who know how to do that’.  Further, Lau (2012, p. 90) 
suggests that the current focus on the acquisition of ‘life-skills’ to help manage a 
range of relational and psychological problems is aligned with a modernist world 
view in which it is believed that ‘knowledge and expertise (i.e. reason) are able to 
devise formal, instrumental methods to eliminate life’s contingencies, thereby 
enabling complete control and certainty’.  
Constructing ‘good parents’  
In accordance with the turn to technical rationality as described above, 
‘good parenting’ is increasingly associated with the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills deemed necessary for the production of healthy and responsible future 
citizens (Gillies, 2008).  From a public health perspective, parents are often 
represented as the source of, and solution to, a range of problems affecting the 
general population including: obesity (Andrews, Silk, & Eneli, 2010; Mainland et 
al., 2017), alcohol misuse (Čablová, Pazderková, & Miovský, 2014; Ryan, Jorm, 
& Lubman, 2010) and road safety (Ward, Snow, Munro, Graham, & Dickson-
Swift, 2012).  Parent education is increasingly recommended as an effective 
means of initiating behavioural change to address these and other public health 
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issues (e.g. Carroll, Smith, & Thomson, 2015; O'Donnell, Myint-U, Duran, & 
Stueve, 2010; Salem, Sandler, & Wolchik, 2013). 
Poor parenting is also frequently represented as the cause of anti-social 
behaviours in young people.  As I will discuss in detail in the following chapter, 
school bullying is one such behaviour which is often associated with deficits in 
parenting (Herne, 2016; Lereya, Samara, & Wolke, 2013).  The parenting 
practices of low income or socially disadvantaged groups in particular are often 
‘held up as the antithesis of good parenting, largely through their association with 
poor outcomes for children’ (Gillies, 2008, p. 96).  Constructed as a ‘risk group’, 
such parents have been a major focus of state-driven efforts to regulate social 
behaviour through parent education programs (Aldridge, Shute, Ralphs, & Medina, 
2011; Holt, 2010; Romagnoli & Wall, 2012).  For example, concerns about 
parenting deficits were particularly evident in the United Kingdom following the 
London riots of 2011 when the then Prime Minister, David Cameron, publicly 
attributed the riots to poor parenting (Cameron, 2011), and in the following year 
there was an escalation of government funded programs to address perceived 
parenting deficits (De Benedictis, 2012; Furedi, 2012).   
However, it is not only disadvantaged groups who are seen as being in 
need of expert advice with regard to parenting.  In addition to targeted programs, 
parent education is increasingly framed as a preventative measure which is 
beneficial for all parents.  As Lee (2014a, p. 65) observes, there is now a 
‘presumption that all parents should always look to experts for guidance about 
how to raise their children’.  Accordingly, the past few decades have seen a 
proliferation of parent education initiatives intended to raise parenting standards 
and thereby contribute to improved developmental outcomes for children (Gilmer 
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et al., 2016; Ponzetti, 2016).  One such program which has been widely used in 
Australia is the Triple P Positive Parenting Program.  Developed by researchers at 
the University of Queensland, this program was specifically framed by its primary 
author as a ‘public health model of parenting intervention’ designed to ‘make an 
impact at population level’ (Sanders, 2008, p. 506).  Recently, Sanders and Kirby 
(2014) have also drawn on positive evaluations of the Triple P program to argue 
that it should be delivered to a broad population of parents in order to reduce the 
risk of widespread social, emotional and behavioural problems in children.  Thus, 
parent education initiatives can be seen as aligned with a deficit view of parents, 
whereby parents are constructed as a potential source of risk to their children due 
to their lack of expert knowledge (Furedi, 2008; Lam & Kwong, 2012; Lee et al., 
2010). 
In addition to formal parent education courses, popular advice manuals, 
magazines, televisions shows and the internet also provide detailed instruction on 
how to be a ‘good parent’ (Aarsand, 2011, 2014; Assarsson & Aarsand, 2011; 
Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2014; Hoffman, 2010).  In this way, parents are ‘positioned as 
novices in relation to those with expertise’ and are ‘expected to be attentive and 
receptive to expert advice’ (Assarsson & Aarsand, 2011, p. 84).  As Aarsand 
(2011) illustrates in her analysis of dialogues between parents and a therapist on a 
Swedish television show, power relations between experts and parents are 
represented in the media as asymmetrical with little room for collaborative effort 
to solve problems.  In addition, parenthood is portrayed in the media as an 
ongoing curriculum and parents are encouraged to continuously seek 
opportunities to improve their parenting skills: ‘Parenting is construed as a 
process where the main task is improvement of the adult’s behaviour.  No matter 
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how good you are, there is always more that can be done’ (Assarsson & Aarsand, 
2011, p. 84).  As Vansieleghem (2010, p. 352) observes, within current discourses 
of parental expertise and advice parents are seen as being in need of ‘permanent 
monitoring, coaching and feedback’ to help them care for children in a rapidly 
changing world.  Consequently, contemporary parents ‘find themselves in a 
permanent state of becoming’ (Vansieleghem, 2010, p. 353).  
Performing parenthood 
Critics of the emphasis on professional expertise in contemporary 
parenting culture argue that it has a negative impact on how parents see 
themselves in their role as a parent and the ways in which they relate to their 
children.  For example, Furedi (2008) claims that efforts to improve parenting 
skills through education and support services have, paradoxically, served to 
undermine parents’ confidence in their own judgement and reinforce their 
dependence on experts.  He argues that, rather than empowering parents, 
‘professional intervention often involves putting parents in their place as inept 
amateurs’ (Furedi, 2008, p. 172).  Stearns (2003) also notes the negative impact 
this culture of advice has had on parents’ confidence in their performance as a 
parent, and suggests that the sheer amount of advice which is available serves to 
compound rather than alleviate parents’ anxieties about how best to care for their 
children. 
As Lupton (2012a, p. 2) has argued, the pervasive influence of expert 
advice in contemporary parenting culture can be seen as a form of neoliberal 
governance in which ‘parents are encouraged to construct themselves as 
responsible citizens through caring for their children’.  Through expert advice 
about what constitutes ‘good parenting’, parents are encouraged to align 
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themselves with particular ways of behaving in relation to their children, and thus 
‘participate in their own self-regulation’ (Macfarlane, 2008, p. 711).  A key part 
of this process is the cultivation of a sense of self which supports neoliberal tenets 
of individualism, reflexivity and rational choice.    
Despite the diverse range of parenting advice on offer, a common 
assumption of such advice is that parents can, and should, make choices about the 
kind of parent they want to be.  As Jensen (2010, p. 177) observes:  
The very rehearsal of arguments about how to parent—indeed the very labour of 
selecting a body of expertise to adopt—invites a new relationship to oneself as a 
parent, an investment in reflexive parenting, intensive, expert-guided, thoughtful, 
and self-scrutinising. 
Jensen suggests that, from this perspective, it does not matter how parents answer 
the question of what kind of parent they want to be, ‘since it is through the 
process of asking it that one is able to produce oneself as a reflexive neoliberal 
parent’ (Jensen, 2010, p. 178).  And yet, as Jensen also points out, the range of 
possible selves from which parents may choose is limited by dominant discourses 
of parenting which ‘deploy a psychological ethic, in which the material world and 
all its inequalities recede, and the unitary subject takes centre stage’ (Jensen, 2010 
p. 177).  Using examples from the popular parenting television show Supernanny, 
Jensen argues that such discourse provides a narrow view of family relations, 
whereby the problems parents experience in regard to their children are 
represented solely in psychological terms as ‘failures at the level of the self’ with 
no consideration of the broader contexts in which these experiences are located 
(Jensen, 2010, p. 182).   
 50 
 
Similarly, Ramaekers and Suissa (2012) argue that the dominance of 
scientific discourses of parenting, which focus on the achievement of specific 
developmental outcomes ‘threatens to reduce the way parents perceive themselves 
and their children, and the way in which they relate to their children, to the 
frameworks offered to them’ (Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012, p. 143).  As Lambeir 
and Ramaekers (2007, p. 105) have argued, this has resulted in the ‘alienation of 
parents from their own parenting. The discourse of the “expert mom” and the 
“skilful dad” has distanced parents from being a parent and made them act like 
good ones’.   
What would seem to be at stake here is parents’ moral agency to ask the 
question: ‘What is important for me, here, now, in relation to my child’ 
(Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012, p. xi), rather than feeling compelled to comply with 
an external view of what ‘the child’ may need as determined by expert opinion.  
However, in recent years a small number of researchers have begun to explore the 
complex ways in which parents position themselves in relation to expert 
discourses of parenting (e.g. Aarsand, 2014; Geinger, Vandenbroeck, & Roets, 
2014; Widding, 2015).  These studies suggest that parents are not passive 
recipients of expert advice, but ‘agentic beings both contesting and complying 
with dominant discourses’ (Geinger et al., 2014, p. 498).  For example, Aarsand 
(2014) interviewed parents about their responses to parenting advice they 
encountered in the media and found that participants strongly resisted being 
positioned as passive recipients of expert parenting advice.  Rather, participants 
performed as already ‘knowledgeable’ in regard to effective parenting techniques 
by displaying how they were able to ‘identify, understand, explain, clarify, 
discriminate and evaluate what is being offered in media encounters’ (p. 630).  
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According to Aarsand, it is through such discursive means that participants were 
able to fashion themselves as responsible and capable parents whilst distancing 
themselves from an assumed audience of ‘other parents’ who were seen to be 
struggling and in need of expert advice.  Further, she describes how participants 
were often sceptical of the value of the advice on offer, particularly in television 
shows such as Supernanny, which one mother described as ‘brain dead 
entertainment’ (Aarsand, 2014, p. 633).  And yet, this same mother also told how 
she had used ‘the naughty step’, a discipline strategy recommended in the show, 
to good effect with her own children.  However, in recounting how she came to 
adopt this strategy, she also told how she had selected, evaluated and refined the 
strategy to suit her own situation, and thus ‘avoids appearing as a passive receiver, 
or a parent who just copies what the experts exhort as correct’ (Aarsand, 2014, p. 
634).   
By paying close attention to the nuances in how these parents position 
themselves in relation to dominant discourses of parenting, Aarsand highlights the 
performative nature of parent identities, which are ‘constantly negotiated, adjusted 
to and contested in the myriad of personal, private and public spheres where we 
live our lives’ (Aarsand, 2014, p. 638).  In line with Butler’s (1990) theory of 
identity as performative and discursively produced, Geinger et al. (2014, p. 490) 
have argued that ‘one needs to consider parenting as a form of “performativity” 
and therefore a doing, a becoming, rather than a being.  Being a parent is not just a 
status, but also a performance’.  In contrast to a view of parents as passive victims 
of dominant discourses of parenting, studies which attend to the nuances in how 
parents perform parenthood, suggest that it is through their engagement with 
dominant discourses of parenting that parents are able to construct themselves in 
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particular ways and thus claim agency for themselves.  As Butler (1990, p. 147) 
has argued, ‘construction is not opposed to agency; it is the necessary scene of 
agency’. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have provided a review of research relating to 
contemporary parenting culture.  In particular, I have shown how notions of 
individual responsibility, the management of risk and the perceived need for 
professional expertise underpin broad cultural understandings about what 
constitutes ‘good parenting’.  I have also shown how these understandings are 
related to broader sociocultural changes which have taken place in Western 
societies in the late modern age, such as the rise of neoliberalism and an 
increasing focus on the role of individuals in determining their future life chances.  
From this perspective, parents can be seen as powerful agents in ensuring their 
children’s health, happiness and future success in life.  However, at the same time, 
parents are constructed as a potential risk to their children through their lack of 
expert knowledge about child development.  In this way, parents are understood to 
have a moral responsibility to engage with, and be directed by, expert advice 
about the best ways to care for their children.   
Taken together, these ideas form strong cultural narratives about the roles 
and responsibilities of parents.  Key critics of contemporary parenting culture 
have argued that these narratives serve to disempower parents, and limit the ways 
in which they are able to relate to their children.  However, an emerging body of 
research which attends to the tensions and ambiguities in how parents position 
themselves in relation to dominant discourses of ‘good parenting’ suggests that a 
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more complex process of identity construction and power relations is at work.  
The present study aims to contribute to this body of work by exploring the ways 
in which parents draw on these broad cultural understandings about the roles and 
responsibilities of parents as they recount their experiences of reporting bullying 
of their child to a school.  In the following chapter I consider how these broad 
cultural understandings relate to existing research on parents and school bullying. 
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Chapter 3: Parents in School Bullying Research 
Introduction 
In this chapter I provide a review of existing research on parents and 
school bullying, and consider how the research is located within broad cultural 
narratives about the roles and responsibilities of parents as outlined in the 
previous chapter.  In particular, I show how research in this area has largely 
focussed on ways in which parents contribute to the causes of bullying, and what 
they can do to reduce the risk of their child becoming either a perpetrator or a 
victim of bullying.  To date, very little research has been conducted from the 
perspectives of parents themselves, and little is known about how parents 
experience their interactions with schools about bullying.  In reviewing the extant 
research, I also consider how it relates to ideas about power relations and the 
construction of parent identities which were introduced in the previous chapter.  
Taken together, these two chapters provide a detailed picture of the discursive 
environment in which parents make sense of their experiences of reporting 
bullying to schools.  
A further purpose of the present chapter is to show how existing research 
on parents and school bullying is located within ongoing debates about the nature 
of bullying and how best to address the problem.  Over the past few decades a 
vast amount of research has investigated school bullying from a variety of 
theoretical perspectives (Carrera, DePalma, & Lameiras, 2011; Postigo, González, 
Montoya, & Ordoñez, 2013).  These differing perspectives have important 
implications for how bullying is conceptualised, the types of solutions proposed 
(Galitz & Robert, 2014; Walton, 2011), and the ways in which various 
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stakeholders, including parents, are represented (Mitchell & Borg, 2013).  The 
chapter is organised around four key theoretical perspectives which underpin 
existing research on parents in relation to school bullying: (1) psychological 
conceptualisations of bullying as individual pathological behaviour; (2) socio-
ecological conceptualisations of bullying as a systemic problem; (3) interpretive 
conceptualisations of bullying as a social and interactional process and (4) post-
structural conceptualisations of bullying as a product of power relations and 
processes of subjectification through social and cultural practices.  In what 
follows, I provide an overview of these differing theoretical perspectives on 
bullying and discuss the implications that each has for broad cultural narratives 
about the roles and responsibilities of parents in relation to bullying.    
Psychological Approaches 
Psychological conceptualisations of bullying as individual pathological 
behaviour have long held a prominent place in school bullying research.  Early 
studies conducted in Scandinavia by Dan Olweus (1978, 1980) focussed on 
identifying personality traits typical of children who exhibit bullying or victim 
behaviours.  In the decades since, a vast amount of research has investigated 
associations between these behaviours and children’s psychological deficits.  For 
example, studies have found that children who bully lack impulse control (Slee & 
Rigby, 1993), have high levels of anger (Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999) 
and hyperactivity (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009) and demonstrate callous-unemotional 
personality traits (Muñoz, Qualter, & Padgett, 2011).  Children who are 
victimised have been found to have low self-esteem (Egan & Perry, 1998; 
Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, Kaistaniemi, & Lagerspetz, 1999), high levels of anxiety 
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(Bernstein & Watson, 1997) and demonstrate poor coping strategies (Smith, Shu, 
& Madsen, 2001). 
Recent critiques of school bullying research have noted the continued 
dominance of psychological approaches which focus on the personal deficits of 
children categorised as ‘bullies’ and ‘victims’ (Duncan, 2013; Meyer, 2014; 
Mitchell & Borg, 2013; Schott, 2014; Walton, 2011).  Such findings have been 
highly influential in framing bullying as a problem to be addressed at the level of 
individuals.  This is evident in disciplinary and social skills training strategies 
which are routinely used by schools in response to bullying, and which focus on 
changing the behaviour of individual ‘bullies’ and ‘victims’ (Duncan, 2013; 
Walton, 2011).  Researchers have argued that a major limitation of psychological 
approaches is that they fail to take account of broader social and cultural 
influences which underlie bullying behaviours (Carrera et al., 2011; Coleyshaw, 
2010; Mitchell & Borg, 2013; Ryan & Morgan, 2011; Schott & Søndergaard, 
2014; Walton, 2005, 2011).  Further, they entail simplistic conceptualisations of 
power as something which is held at an individual level, and do not consider how 
power functions at an institutional or societal level.  As Coleyshaw (2010) notes, 
the attraction of psychological approaches for policy makers is that findings can 
more easily be translated into ‘curative’ interventions than those which take into 
account broader institutional and societal levels of influence.  In addition, the 
danger of bullying intervention programs which emphasise solutions at an 
individual level is that they can lead to a blaming culture in which ‘both those 
being bullied and those bullying are seen to be the authors of their own 
inadequacies and carry the burden of individual responsibility to rectify these 
failings’ (Ryan & Morgan, 2011, p. 24). 
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Parents as risk and protective factors 
Since the early studies of school bullying conducted in Scandinavia by 
Dan Olweus (1978, 1980, 1993), parents and parenting behaviours have figured 
prominently in research which attempts to identify risk and protective factors 
associated with school bullying.  For example, in a study of aggression in 
adolescent boys Olweus (1980) found that a lack of warmth displayed by mothers 
towards their sons, mothers’ permissive attitudes towards aggressive behaviour 
and the use of harsh physical punishments by mothers and fathers increased the 
likelihood of boys acting aggressively towards others.  Although these findings 
were based on research with boys, Olweus later extended his conclusions about 
the central role of child-rearing practices in the development of bullying 
behaviours to include both boys and girls (Olweus, 1993).  
Explanations for the personal deficits of children who bully and those who 
are victimised have been sought in theories from developmental psychology 
which afford a crucial role for parents and parenting behaviours in children’s 
healthy psychosocial development.  For example, attachment theory (Ainsworth et 
al., 1978; Bowlby, 1988) posits that children who are deprived of a secure 
attachment with a primary caregiver in their early years are at risk of a range of 
psychological and behavioural difficulties.  A number of studies have drawn links 
between poor attachment in early childhood and increased risk of later 
involvement in bullying situations (Eliot & Cornell, 2009; Nikiforou, Georgiou, & 
Stavrinides, 2013; Troy & Sroufe, 1987; Walden & Beran, 2010).  According to 
social learning theory (Bandura, 1973), children learn to behave aggressively by 
repeatedly observing such behaviour modelled by adults.  In line with this, a 
number of studies have investigated associations between parenting styles and the 
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development of bullying behaviours.  Harsh, punitive forms of discipline and 
parental anger towards children have been found to be associated with children’s 
bullying behaviours at school (e.g. Baldry, 2003; Baldry & Farrington, 2000; 
Christie-Mizell, 2003; Curtner-Smith et al., 2006; Shetgiri, Lin, & Flores, 2013).  
Studies have also focussed on parenting behaviours which may increase the risk 
of children being victimised at school.  For example, over-protective mothering 
has been found to increase the likelihood that boys will be victimised (Bowers, 
Smith, & Binney, 1994; Georgiou, 2008; Olweus, 1993), whereas maternal 
rejection increases the risk for girls (Finnegan, Hodges, & Perry, 1998).   
A further concern in psychologically based school bullying research has 
been the identification of parenting styles which may act as protective factors 
against children’s involvement in bullying.  Authoritative parenting, characterised 
by warmth, responsiveness and consistent, non-physical methods of discipline, 
has been found to minimise the risk of children engaging in bullying behaviour 
(Baldry & Farrington, 2005) and to offer some protection against victimisation 
(Bowes, Maughan, Caspi, Moffit, & Arseneault, 2010; Ladd & Ladd, 1998). 
In sum, a significant amount of research evidence has been gathered to 
support the claim that maladaptive parenting increases the risk of children 
becoming involved in bullying situations (for a meta-analytic review see Lereya et 
al., 2013).  These research findings have given rise to numerous recommendations 
for family-based interventions which focus on improving parenting skills (e.g. 
Baldry & Farrington, 2000; Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Georgiou, 2008; Jeynes, 
2008; Nickerson, Mele, & Osborne-Oliver, 2010).  In a review of research relating 
to parenting, family life and school bullying, Rigby (2013) highlighted the 
importance of parent education and training in efforts to reduce bullying in 
 59 
 
schools.  Advice provided to teachers also suggests that as part of responses to 
bullying situations teachers should offer parents information about recommended 
parenting and disciplinary practices (Porter, 2008, p. 146).  It is not surprising 
then, that although researchers have cautioned against interpreting the findings 
outlined above as evidence that parents cause bullying and victimization 
(Georgiou & Stavrinides, 2013; Nickerson et al., 2010), teachers often look to the 
home environment for the source of bullying problems at school (Green, Harcourt, 
Mattioni, & Prior, 2013; Hein, 2014; Rigby & Barrington, 2002). 
I contend that such a focus on parents as risk and protective factors can be 
seen as part of broad cultural understandings about parental responsibility and the 
management of risk.  As discussed in the previous chapter, parents are 
increasingly seen to be responsible for the management of a wide range of risks to 
their children’s health, safety and future life chances.  At the same time, parents 
are understood to be a source of potential risk to their children and to society as a 
whole due to deficits in their parenting.  Thus, within these broad cultural 
understandings, parents are positioned as having a moral duty to adopt specific 
parenting practices as recommended in research in order to reduce the risk of their 
children becoming either ‘bullies’ or ‘victims’.   
Socio-Ecological Approaches 
Although conceptualisations of bullying as an individual psychological 
problem continue to inform school bullying research, over the past decade 
research has also begun to draw on socio-ecological conceptualisations of 
bullying as a systemic problem (e.g. Barboza et al., 2009; Espelage & Swearer, 
2010; Hong & Espelage, 2012; Swearer & Espelage, 2004).  Drawing on 
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Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of human development, socio-
ecological theory contends that bullying cannot be understood as a problem 
arising solely from individual personality traits.  Rather, it is the result of complex 
interactions between individuals and influences in their environment including: 
family, peer group, school and community and cultural influences (Swearer & 
Espelage, 2004).  Socio-ecological models of bullying represent these factors as 
part of four nested system levels surrounding individuals: micro-system 
(immediate environments), meso-system (links between two or more micro-
systems), exo-system (settings that influence micro-systems) and macro-systems 
(broader social and cultural influences).   
These theoretical understandings have been highly influential in the 
development of whole-school approaches to bullying prevention which are said to 
entail a ‘shift from a focus on fixing individuals to that of creating healthy 
systems’ (Cahill, Morrison, & Griffiths, 2007, p. 9). Whole-school approaches are 
widely recommended by researchers and policy makers alike as the most effective 
strategy to reduce school bullying (Cross, Monks, et al., 2011; Mishna, 2012; 
Ttofi & Farrington, 2009; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007).  However, although there 
has been significant support for the application of socio-ecological theory in 
prevention, empirical research based on these ideas has been slower to evolve.  In 
part this is due to the complexity of the model and the difficulty of accounting for 
a broad range of reciprocal influences (Espelage & Swearer, 2010).  
Parents as partners 
From a socio-ecological perspective, parents are understood to be one of a 
number of interacting ‘micro-systems,’ which may have direct or indirect 
influence on the development of bullying behaviours.  In contrast to psychological 
 61 
 
approaches which investigate parental influences in isolation from other 
contextual factors, socio-ecological studies have attempted to determine 
reciprocal relationships between parenting influences and a range of individual, 
peer, school and neighbourhood factors (Espelage & Swearer, 2010; Lee, 2011; 
Lee & Song, 2012).  The picture which emerges from these studies is extremely 
complex and suggests that ‘there are no simple explanations for bullying’ 
(Swearer Napolitano & Espelage, 2011, pp. 4-5). 
A particularly complex area of investigation in socio-ecological studies of 
school bullying relates to the effects of parental involvement at school.  As 
discussed in the previous chapter, partnerships between parents and schools are 
increasingly seen as a key component of efforts to improve children’s educational 
outcomes.  From a socio-ecological perspective, parental involvement at school is 
thought to be an important way in which parents function as part of the meso-
system which links home and school environments (Lee & Song, 2012) . However, 
although parental involvement at school has long been recognised as an important 
factor in children’s academic success (Epstein, Salinas, & Connors, 1993), the 
findings from studies investigating the influence of parental involvement on 
bullying behaviours at school have been mixed (Jeynes, 2008).  While some 
studies have found that low parental involvement at school is associated with 
higher levels of school bullying (Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Spriggs, Iannotti, 
Nansel, & Haynie, 2007), a study by Hong and Eamon (2012) found that parental 
involvement at school was not related to students’ perceptions of safety at school. 
Nonetheless, the research literature contains numerous recommendations 
for increased parental involvement to help reduce school bullying (e.g. Holt, 
Kaufman Kantor, & Finkelhor, 2008; Rigby, 2013; Robinson, 2013; Ttofi & 
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Farrington, 2011).  However, the recommended nature of this involvement is 
commonly at the level of parent education and training.  According to Galitz and 
Robert (2014, pp. 5-6), such parent education programs ‘rest on the assumption 
that bullying is linked to a lack of information...it is expected that with the proper 
information everyone will do the right thing and bullying will likely decrease’.  
Here, I concur with researchers who argue that such a focus on parent education 
in response to social problems is aligned with a deficit view of parents, whereby 
parents are constructed as a risk to their children due to their lack of expert 
knowledge of child development and effective parenting techniques (Furedi, 2008; 
Gillies, 2008; Hoffman, 2010; Lam & Kwong, 2012; Lee et al., 2010). 
Although socio-ecological conceptualisations of bullying as a systemic 
problem have done much to shift the focus of research beyond individual 
pathologies, as Schott and Søndergaard (2014, p. 8) observe, there is still a 
tendency for interventions to ‘concentrate on specific problems associated with 
individual children’ rather than addressing broader social and cultural dimensions 
of bullying.  This perhaps relates to the way in which, as noted by Espelage (2014, 
p. 261), socio-ecological research has tended to focus on micro-systems in a 
‘piecemeal way’ and has yet to consider ‘complex interactions within and across 
ecological systems’.  With respect to parents, there is a clear need for research 
which moves beyond a focus on family pathologies, and considers how parents 
are positioned within and across other ecological systems, including social and 
cultural system levels.  
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Interpretive Approaches 
As noted previously, researchers have critiqued psychological approaches 
to bullying research on the basis that they fail to take account of the complex 
social and cultural dimensions of bullying.  As Mitchell and Borg (2013, p. 152) 
argue, a focus on ‘individualised pathology requiring intervention and correction, 
acts to further negate the existence of bullying within relations between people, 
while also reducing understandings of its complexity’.  An alternative approach is 
provided by interpretive studies which attempt to elucidate the complexity of 
bullying as a social phenomenon by focussing on the experiences and subjective 
interpretations of those involved (Hamarus & Kaikkonen, 2008; Thornberg, 2015; 
Thornberg & Knutsen, 2011).  From this perspective, bullying is conceptualised 
as a social and interactional process which is ‘always relational and situational; 
that is, it is not an individual problem, but one with social and cultural dimensions’ 
(Danby & Osvaldsson, 2011, p. 255). 
Parent voices 
As I have shown, much of the extant research relating to parents and 
school bullying focuses on ways in which parenting behaviours may contribute to 
or protect against bullying.  Although parents are represented in the literature as a 
crucial element in the prevention of school bullying (Rigby, 2013; Robinson, 
2013), very little research on the topic has been conducted from the perspectives 
of parents themselves (Harcourt et al., 2014; Sawyer et al., 2011).  However, in 
the past decade a small number of qualitative studies have explored the 
experiences of parents whose children have been bullied (Brown et al., 2013; Ford, 
2013; Harcourt et al., 2015; Humphrey & Crisp, 2008; Sawyer et al., 2011).  A 
key concern in these studies is to represent the ‘voices’ and ‘lived experiences’ of 
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parents whose children have been bullied at school.  The studies make use of 
interpretive research methodologies to explore the complexity of parents’ 
experiences in relation to school bullying and the meanings they make of these 
experiences.  For example, Brown et al. (2013) drew on interpretive 
phenomenology to explore the ‘lived experiences’ of parents who had reported 
bullying to schools, and sought to provide an analysis which stayed ‘as close as 
possible to the experience itself’ (Brown et al., 2013, p. 6).  The study gives rich 
descriptions of parents’ subjective interpretations of their experiences of 
discovering that their child had been bullied, reporting the bullying to their child’s 
school and the aftermath of reporting the bullying.      
A number of themes which emerge from these studies highlight the 
importance of understanding the relational contexts in which bullying and 
responses to it take place.  For example, many of the parents in these studies 
experienced a sense of isolation and shame as they attempted to seek support for 
their children (Brown et al., 2013; Ford, 2013; Humphrey & Crisp, 2008).  
Conflicting interpretations about what constitutes bullying and who is responsible 
for intervening also led to adversarial relations between parents and school staff, 
which often served to escalate the problem (Ford, 2013; Harcourt et al., 2015; 
Humphrey & Crisp, 2008).  For some parents, the effort of supporting their 
bullied child also created further relational stress within the family (Ford, 2013).  
By focussing on parents’ subjective interpretations of these broader 
relational aspects of bullying, this small body of research makes an important 
contribution to understandings of bullying as a social process which extends 
beyond individual ‘bullies’ and ‘victims’.  Taken together, the studies emphasise a 
sense of powerlessness experienced by parents in relation to school bullying.  
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However, a limitation of these studies is that they provide little analysis of how 
such experiences of powerlessness may be produced within broader systems of 
power.  In the following section I discuss research which explores how parents’ 
experiences in relation to bullying are produced within social and cultural systems 
of power.  
Post-Structural Approaches 
In recent years, a growing number of researchers have drawn on post-
structural conceptualisations of power to understand how bullying functions as a 
product of broader social and cultural systems (Bansel, Davies, Laws, & Linnell, 
2009; Davies, 2011; Ellwood & Davies, 2010; Jacobson, 2010, 2013; Ryan & 
Morgan, 2011; Saltmarsh, Robinson, & Davies, 2012; Schott & Søndergaard, 
2014; Søndergaard, 2012; Walton, 2011).  In contrast to psychological approaches 
to bullying research in which power is understood to be held by individuals, these 
studies draw on Michel Foucault’s notion of power as a product of social relations.  
As Ryan and Morgan (2011, p. 24) explain: 
Power according to Foucault, does not belong to any particular group or 
institution, but rather, the discourses that historically, culturally and socially are 
taken as ‘common sense’ will be those that are accepted as ‘knowledge’ and 
‘truth’, and sustain social power relations. 
From this perspective bullying is conceptualised as a discursively produced 
phenomenon which functions to sustain dominant social and moral orders.   
Discourse, and the role it plays in the construction of particular identities 
in relation to bullying, is therefore a major focus of post-structural approaches to 
school bullying research.  For example, Jacobson (2010) draws on Foucault’s 
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contention that human subjectivity is produced through systems of power 
operating through specific discourses and practices, to explore how the subject 
position of ‘bully’ is shaped by discourses and practices of schooling.  Jacobson 
argues that rather than simply the product of innate characteristics or family 
circumstances, bullies are ‘made’ by discourses and practices of schooling which 
rank one student against the other through systems of measurement and 
comparison.  He suggests that ‘bullying and schooling reflect the same culture; a 
culture that provides status by rising above (dominating) those around us’ 
(Jacobson, 2010, p. 255).    
According to Jacobson (2010, p. 275), the ‘bully is a narrated character’, a 
subject position which is produced by, and embedded in, hierarchical cultures of 
schooling.  Similarly, Ellwood and Davies (2010, p. 94) argue that within 
discourses of bullying there are particular subject positions, such as ‘hard core 
toughies’ or ‘the ones we need to watch’ which are ‘positions waiting for 
individual subjects to occupy them, to be known through them, to be constituted 
by them’.  A key concern in post-structural approaches to bullying research is to 
understand how individuals are labelled according to such subject positions, and 
further, how these discursive practices contribute to the perpetuation of bullying.  
Researchers have argued that by positioning individuals as ‘bullies’ or ‘victims’, 
bullying is represented as a problem to be addressed at the level of individuals, 
without disrupting the dominant social and moral orders which function to sustain 
it (Ringrose & Renold, 2010; Ryan & Morgan, 2011; Walton, 2011). 
Positioning parents 
To date, only very limited research has applied post-structural approaches 
to the study of parents in relation to school bullying.  One such study by Clarke, 
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Kitzinger, and Potter (2004) used discourse analysis to explore lesbian and gay 
parents’ accounts of their children’s experiences of homophobic bullying.  The 
authors note that the prime concern of a discursive approach to this topic is ‘not 
establishing the “truth” about bullying, but how bullying is talked about, and what 
actions different accounts of bullying are designed to perform’ (Clarke et al., 2004, 
p. 533).  In their analysis, Clarke et al. (2004) identified ways in which 
participants’ accounts minimalized and normalized their children’s experiences of 
homophobic bullying.  They interpret these accounts in the context of wider 
heterosexist discourses in which lesbian and gay parents are often represented as 
being accountable for the homophobic bullying their children experience.  They 
suggest that in this context, lesbian and gay parents who claim homophobic 
bullying risk being accused of irresponsible parenting, whilst those who claim no 
bullying are likely to be viewed as implausible.  Further, they suggest that 
participants in the study constructed their accounts to manage this dilemma of 
accountability by acknowledging their children’s experiences of bullying but 
portraying them as part of the normal, inevitable ‘landscape of childhood, as, 
indeed, non-accountable’(Clarke et al., 2004, p. 456).  Although the authors 
acknowledge that their argument here is only tentative and further analyses of 
similar data is required, the value of this study is that it illustrates the complex 
ways in which individual parents’ accounts of bullying intersect with public 
narratives about bullying and parental responsibility.   
More recently, Hein (2014, 2016) has explored how broad cultural 
understandings about parenting and bullying contribute to parents’ experiences of 
powerlessness in discussions with schools about bullying.  For this research, Hein 
interviewed 12 parents who had approached schools about their children’s reports 
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of being bullied.  Hein argues that in contacting the school about the bullying, 
these parents were ‘attempting to act as responsible and caring parents by 
participating in home-school cooperation’ (Hein, 2014, p. 306).  She suggests that 
in doing so, these parents were drawing on broad cultural understandings about 
parental responsibility for overseeing their children’s wellbeing, including in 
those contexts where they cannot always be present, such as schools.  However, 
parents told of being met with responses from the school which discounted their 
role as a ‘legitimate partner in cooperation with the school’ (Hein, 2014, p. 306).  
Parents were led to understand that either the school had the situation under 
control, or that the situation was not as their child had represented it.  School staff 
often attributed children’s experiences of being bullied at school to problems with 
how they are parented at home and suggested specific parenting strategies to 
remediate the situation.  When these strategies failed to resolve the bullying, and 
parents again contacted the school, they found that they were viewed by staff as 
‘trouble makers’.   
Common themes in parents’ accounts relate to the sense of scrutiny they 
felt in their interactions with schools, and concerns about what kind of parent 
school staff perceived them to be.  Hein’s analysis draws attention to the way in 
which parents in the study were aware of, and sought to distance themselves from, 
various parental stereotypes such as ‘disadvantaged single mother’ or ‘the doting, 
over-protective parent’.  She argues that these stereotypes represent widespread 
cultural understandings which underlie how schools interpret and explain parents’ 
responses to their child’s reports of bullying.  Just as children are positioned as 
‘bullies’ or ‘victims’ and their behaviour interpreted and explained in terms of 
these categories, so too parents are assigned to certain subject positions which 
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serve to disempower them in their interactions with schools.   Further, Hein 
contends that as parents attempt to negotiate these social dynamics, they ‘risk 
escalating, expanding and becoming part of the conflicts as well as the violating, 
exclusionary dynamics from which they originally sought to rescue their child’ 
(Hein, 2014, p. 327).   
As Hein’s research illustrates, the ways in which parents and teachers 
respond to students’ reports of bullying can have a crucial impact on whether or 
not the situation is resolved or continues, and indeed escalates.  Research indicates 
that the longer a bullying situation continues, the greater the risk of long-term ill 
effects (Wolke et al., 2013).  As such, there is a need for research which 
contributes to detailed understandings of how parents experience reporting 
incidents of bullying to schools and the types of barriers they may face in 
advocating with schools on behalf of their child.  I suggest that research which 
attends to the multiple and shifting ways in which parents are positioned, and 
position themselves, in the social and cultural environments in which bullying, 
and responses to it, take place, has much to offer in facilitating  such 
understandings.  Specifically, such an approach can provide important insights 
into the complex ways in which parents’ responses to bullying are negotiated 
within broader cultural understandings about the roles and responsibilities of 
parents.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have provided a review of research which relates to 
parents and school bullying.  In particular, I have shown how prevailing 
representations of parents in terms of responsibility and risk are a product of the 
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dominance of psychological conceptualisations of bullying as individual 
pathological behaviour which stems from child development problems associated 
with poor parenting.  Proposed solutions in the form of parent education align 
with a deficit view of parents as a potential risk to their children through their lack 
of knowledge and skills in relation to parenting.  I contend that this provides a 
limited view of parents in relation to a complex social and cultural problem.  
Although socio-ecological approaches to school bullying research have drawn 
attention to the social and relational contexts in which bullying takes place, there 
is much that is left unanswered by these studies about how individual experiences 
are situated within broader social and cultural systems of power.   
As yet, only a handful of studies have explored school bullying from the 
perspectives of parents themselves.  These studies emphasise the sense of 
powerlessness that parents often feel as they attempt to engage with schools about 
incidents of bullying.  However, as discussed in the previous chapter, an emerging 
body of research indicates that power relations between parents and professionals 
who work with children are often far more complex than it would first appear.  
Close analysis of how parents position themselves in relation to broad cultural 
understandings about the roles and responsibilities of parents reveals a dynamic 
process of identity construction through which parents claim moral agency for 
themselves in varied, and often quite subtle, ways.  In line with research which 
aims to elucidate rather than reduce such complexity, the present study pays close 
attention to the tensions and ambiguities in parents’ narrative accounts of their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  In the following chapter I outline the 
methodological framework for the study and discuss how it supports the broad 
aims and guiding principles of the research.   
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
Introduction 
In this chapter I describe the methodological framework for this study, 
including its theoretical orientation and the methods used to undertake the 
research.  In particular, I explain how the study draws on narrative research 
methodologies in which it is assumed that ‘social life is storied’ and ‘experience is 
constituted through narratives’ (Somers, 1994, p. 614).  Further, I explain how the 
study is informed by dialogical approaches to research which contribute to 
understandings of the social world by deeply engaging with, rather than reducing, 
complexity.  As Frank (2012, p. 37) explains, a key commitment of dialogical 
analysis is ‘not to summarize findings...but rather, to open continuing possibilities 
of listening and responding to what is heard.  Analysis aims at increasing people’s 
possibilities for hearing themselves and others’.  Accordingly, in this study I do 
not seek to discover a particular ‘truth’ or establish a chain of causality in relation 
to parents’ experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  Rather, my primary aim 
in this research is to contribute to rich understandings of how parents make sense 
of these experiences.   As I discuss further in this chapter, narrative research 
methods which attend to resonances and multiple layers of meaning within and 
across personal accounts of experience are well suited to this task.  
The chapter is divided into two sections.  I begin by providing an overview 
of the narrative orientation of the study and the key theoretical concepts which 
underpin it, including Arthur Frank’s (2013) typology of restitution, chaos and 
quest narratives.  I then describe the specific methods used to carry out the 
research and discuss how these processes support the aims of the research. 
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Theoretical Orientation 
As noted above, my primary aim in this research is to contribute to rich 
understandings of how parents experience reporting bullying to schools and the 
meanings they make of these experiences.  From this perspective, the research fits 
comfortably with qualitative approaches which ‘allow researchers to explore 
issues from the perspectives of those directly involved’ (Hansen, 2006, p. 1).  In 
addition, qualitative approaches allow detailed exploration of the meanings people 
make of their experiences, which in turn contribute to an understanding of how 
people respond to those experiences (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005).   
Further, the design of the study is underpinned by social constructionist 
understandings of language as a form of social action.  In this view it is assumed 
that human beings construct social reality through their interactions, and it is 
through social interactions that we produce knowledge about the world and 
ourselves.  As Burr (2003, p. 8) explains, ‘When people talk to each other the 
world gets constructed.’  From this perspective, language does not merely 
represent the world but is constitutive of it, and it is through language that people 
are guided in their interpretations and their actions (Gergen, 1999).  
A narrative approach 
The methodological approach I have chosen for this study derives from the 
broad ‘narrative turn’ in the human sciences which has taken place over the past 
30 years in which the stories people tell about themselves and what happens to 
them in their lives have come to be regarded as rich sources of data about the 
social world (Riessman, 2008; Wells, 2011).  Researchers from a variety of 
disciplines have drawn on ideas of narrative and story to contribute to 
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understandings of the social world, for example: psychology (Bruner, 1986; 
Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986), anthropology (Geertz, 1988; Van Maanen, 
1988), organizational studies (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1997), and education 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Conle, 2000). 
However, within this tradition there are a range of views regarding the 
nature of narrative, how it relates to the social world and how best to study it 
(Holstein & Gubrium, 2012; Squire, 2008).  A key debate in this regard relates to 
divisions between micro and macro social constructionist approaches.  Micro 
social constructionist approaches focus on the ‘linguistic minutiae’ of the 
immediate social interactions in which personal narratives are produced (Esin, 
Fathi, & Squire, 2013, p. 4), whereas macro social constructionist approaches 
focus on how personal narratives are located within broader social and cultural 
contexts.  As Chase (2001, p. 155) explains: 
...the stories people tell about their lives are empirical phenomena in which 
biography, institution and culture intersect.  Attending to those intersections 
within people’s narratives allows us to understand more fully the constraining 
and enabling nature of particular social environments as well as patterns and 
variations in how individuals (or groups) come to terms with those environments.   
The narrative approach I have taken in this study aligns with this broader 
level of cultural analysis.  In particular, the study is informed by a ‘storied 
resource perspective’ (Smith & Sparkes, 2008), which emphasises the shared 
cultural resources that people use to construct their identities.  According to Smith 
and Sparkes (2008, p. 19), ‘storied resource perspectives take seriously narrative 
as a form of social practice in which individuals draw from a cultural repertoire of 
stories larger than themselves that they then assemble into personal stories’.  This 
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aligns with Somers’ (1994, p. 613-4) view of narrative as ‘an ontological 
condition of social life’.  She argues that ‘people construct their identities by 
locating themselves or being located within a repertoire of emplotted stories’ and 
further, that they are guided in their actions by ‘a limited repertoire of available 
social, public and cultural narratives’ (Somers, 1994, p. 614).  Thus, stories do not 
merely represent experiences that have already taken place.  Rather, as Frank 
(2010, p. 21) explains, there is a complex process of ‘mutual mimesis’ between 
stories and experiences as people see the possibilities around them according to 
stories they already know: ‘Life and story imitate each other, ceaselessly and 
seamlessly, but neither enjoys temporal or causal precedence.’   
However, as Smith and Sparkes (2008, p. 20) point out, there can be 
‘slippage or discontinuities between the received public or meta cultural narratives 
and the way these storylines are narratively applied by the individual’.  In this 
way, stories of personal experience are the product of the narrative repertoire of a 
particular social context and ‘the creative agency of the storyteller’ (Sandberg, 
Tutenges, & Copes, 2015, p. 1171).  As Bamberg (2005, p. 225) observes, people 
are constantly ‘juggling several storylines simultaneously’ as they try to make 
sense of their experiences and position themselves in relation to self and other.  
Accordingly, in this study, agency is understood as an ongoing process which is 
negotiated in relation to the subject positions that are available within particular 
storylines (Bamberg, 2005; Davies & Harré, 1999).  As Portelli (cited in Frank 
(2010), p. 102) puts it: ‘Each person is a crossroads of many potential stories, of 
possibilities imagined and not taken, of dangers skirted and barely avoided.’  In 
line with this, the study draws on Bakhtinian notions of the self as dialogical and 
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always constructed in relation to other voices.  As Frigerio et al. (2013, p. 4) 
explain: 
The concept of discursive positioning conceptually refers to the Bakhtinian 
notions of multivocality and dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981: 426) because every act of 
positioning is situated within the context of multiple social discourses, a 
condition that Bakhtin calls ‘heteroglossia’ (1981: 263, 428).  Within this 
‘corridor of voices’ (Bakhtin, 1986: 121) the construction of meaning is 
structurally relational and dialogical. 
Narrative types: Restitution, chaos and quest 
As noted previously, a key concern in this study is the type of agency that 
parents claim for themselves as they narrate their experiences of reporting 
bullying.  In particular, the study explores links between broad cultural narratives 
about the roles and responsibilities of parents and how parents represent 
themselves in their stories of reporting bullying.  The approach I have used to 
explore these issues draws on the work of sociologist Arthur Frank, (2002, 2005, 
2010, 2012, 2013), which examines how personal stories of experience are 
constructed from a common stock of narrative types.  As Frank (2013, p. 75) 
explains: 
A narrative type is the most general storyline that can be recognized underlying 
the plot and tensions of particular stories.  People tell their own unique stories, 
but they compose these stories by adapting and combining narrative types that 
cultures make available. 
Importantly for the purposes of this study, Frank (2012, pp. 46-47) argues 
that different narrative types afford different kinds of agency to the storyteller: 
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‘As surely as people are positioned by such variables as income, education, and 
ethnicity, they are positioned by the stories they know and feel comfortable 
telling.’  In his most widely cited work, The Wounded Storyteller  (1995, 2013), 
Frank provides a detailed description of three narrative types which underlie most 
personal stories of illness: restitution, chaos and quest.  The key features of each 
of these narrative types are as follows: 
The restitution narrative has the basic storyline of ‘yesterday I was 
healthy, today I am sick, but tomorrow I’ll be healthy again’ (Frank, 2013, p. 77).  
In restitution narratives agency lies with those who provide the remedy to the 
illness while the storyteller is cast as an ‘almost exclusively passive character’ 
(Frank, 2010, p. 118). 
The chaos narrative is the opposite of the restitution narrative in that ‘its 
plot imagines life never getting better’ (Frank, 2013, p. 97).  A key feature of the 
chaos narrative is the sense no-one is in control: agency lies nowhere as neither 
the storyteller nor the professionals from whom they seek help are able to solve 
the problem at hand. 
The quest narrative represents illness as a journey through which 
something is to be gained.  In quest narratives the storyteller ‘meets suffering head 
on’ and attempts to use it (Frank, 2013, p. 115).  In these narratives the storyteller 
claims a strong sense of moral agency and represents themselves as the hero of 
their own story.  
Researchers have drawn on Frank’s typology of illness narratives to 
examine personal stories of a range of illnesses (Ezzy, 2000b; France, Hunt, Dow, 
& Wyke, 2013; Nettleton, 2006; Smith, 2013; Smith & Sparkes, 2011; Thomas-
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MacLean, 2004; Whitehead, 2006), as well as other traumatic experiences such as: 
job loss (Ezzy, 2000a), the 9/11 World Trade Centre attack (Hagedorn, 2004), 
caring for children who are ill or disabled (Bally et al., 2014; Jenks, 2005; 
Papathomas, Smith, & Lavallee, 2015), the death of a child (Titus & de Souza, 
2011), and being bullied in the workplace (Tye-Williams & Krone, 2015).  
Although these studies address a range of experiences, common to them all is that 
they highlight the role of stories in dealing with ‘biographical disruption’ (Bury, 
1982) or ‘some breach in the expected state of things—Aristotle’s peripeteia’ 
(Bruner, cited in Frank (2010) p. 28).  In showing how people narrate such 
experiences, these studies demonstrate the complex interplay between personal 
experience and broader narrative templates which teach people how to be in the 
social world.  As Bruner (1990, p. 51) states: ‘To tell a story is inescapably to take 
a moral stance.’  
From this perspective, Frank’s typology provides a useful means of 
exploring issues of agency and moral identity in parents’ personal stories of 
reporting bullying to schools.  A particular strength of this approach is that it 
allows the researcher to attend to nuances within individual stories, and to trace 
how these relate to broader cultural or master narratives.  As Frank (2013, p. 76) 
has argued, the value of such a typology is not in categorising stories according to 
one narrative type or another but rather, in attending to the ‘mix and weave’ of 
different narrative threads within individual stories.  According to Frank, ‘no 
actual telling conforms exclusively to any of the three narratives.  Actual tellings 
combine all three, each perpetually interrupting the other two’ (Frank, 2013, p. 
76).  In this study I use Frank’s typology of restitution, chaos and quest narrative 
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types as a ‘listening device’ to explore how parents draw on broader cultural 
narratives to construct their personal stories of reporting bullying to schools.  
Methods 
The personal stories presented in this study derive from narrative research 
interviews I conducted with 18 parents of children in Years 5-8 in Tasmania, 
Australia, about their experiences of reporting bullying of their child to a school.  
In what follows, I outline the methods used to carry out this research including: 
key ethical considerations, selection and recruitment of participants, design and 
conduct of narrative interviews, transcription of interviews, and analysis and 
presentation of the data.  I begin with a brief description of the setting for the 
research.  
Research setting 
The interviews for this study were conducted in the Hobart region of 
Tasmania, Australia.  Tasmania is an island state located 240 km south of 
mainland Australia.  It has a population of approximately 519, 000 people, almost 
half of whom live in the capital city of Hobart, with the remainder dispersed 
across the state in regional cities and rural areas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2016a, 2016b).  School students (from Prep to Year 12) currently account for 15.5 
per cent of the state’s population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  The vast 
majority of Tasmanian school students (70 per cent) attend government schools, 
with the remainder attending either Catholic or independent schools (19 and 11 
per cent respectively) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  The majority of 
schools in Tasmania are co-educational, with only a small number offering single-
sex education.  As elsewhere across Australia, government schools are non-
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denominational while non-government schools generally have a religious 
affiliation.  In the government sector, students attend their local primary school 
until the end of Year 6, after which they transition to secondary school, which 
comprises Years 7-10.  A small number of ‘district schools’ provide classes from 
Kinder to Year 10.  Following Year 10, students move to senior secondary school 
to complete Years 11 and 12.  A number of Tasmanian schools in the non-
government sector provide primary and secondary and senior secondary year 
levels, with some offering a middle school structure which generally includes 
Years 5-8.    
Historically, a significant proportion of Tasmanians have not continued 
formal education or training beyond Year 10.  Despite some recent increases in 
the percentage of Tasmanian young people completing Year 12 (from 47 per cent 
in 2013 to 51 per cent in 2015), the state remains well below the national average 
for Year 12 completion, which is 75 per cent (Productivity Commission, 2014, 
2017).  However, recent changes in legislation mean that from 2020 Tasmanian 
students will be required to continue with education and training until they are 18 
years of age, or complete Year 12 or its equivalent, whichever comes first 
(Department of Education  Tasmania, 2017).  It is within this social and 
educational context that the interviews for the present study took place. 
Ethical issues 
Before starting any recruitment activities for the study, I sought and 
received approval from the full committee of the Tasmanian Social Sciences 
Human Research Ethics Committee (Reference No: H0012883) (Appendix A).  In 
this section I outline some key ethical issues which required detailed 
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consideration during the approval process, including limits on confidentiality and 
risks posed by the sensitive nature of the research.   
School bullying is a sensitive topic which often evokes strong emotions.  
As discussed in Chapter 3, research attests to the sense of vulnerability many 
parents feel as they report incidents of bullying to schools.  In the present study, it 
was likely that participants would feel concerned about potential negative 
consequences for their child if their participation in the study were known.  
Therefore, provisions to maintain confidentiality and protect the anonymity of 
participants and other people mentioned in the interviews (such as children, 
school staff and other parents) were of utmost importance.  Throughout the study, 
anonymity was ensured through the use of pseudonyms and the removal of other 
identifying details in interview transcripts, research notes and all other written 
material arising from the research.  In addition, participants were given written 
and verbal assurances that their child’s school would not be informed of their 
participation in the study and information they provided would not be linked to 
their child’s school at any stage. 
As noted above, maintaining confidentiality was an important ethical 
commitment in this research.  However, the potential for bullying to be related to 
acts which are criminal in nature meant that I was required to place some limits on 
assurances of confidentiality in the study.  During the ethics approval process, 
members of the Human Research Ethics Committee raised concerns about the 
possibility that parents may disclose information about alleged criminal activity in 
relation to specific incidents of bullying, which I may then be legally obliged to 
report to government or court authorities.  In order to minimise this risk, an 
information sheet advised potential participants of the limits of confidentiality in 
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the study (Appendix B). The information sheet explained that the focus of the 
study was on participants’ experiences of reporting bullying to their child’s school 
and not on specific incidents of bullying or individuals who may be perpetrators 
of bullying; and further, that participants in the study would be asked to refrain 
from identifying by name any alleged perpetrators of bullying.  The information 
sheet also advised potential participants that if information about criminal activity 
which had not been reported to the relevant authorities was disclosed to me, I may 
be required to report such information.  This advice was repeated in the consent 
forms for the study (Appendix C), and was also discussed with participants prior 
to signing the form at the time of the interviews. 
Given the sensitive nature of the topic of school bullying, a key ethical 
concern was to minimise the risk of emotional harm to parents as a result of 
taking part in the study.  As discussed previously, research indicates that parents 
who report bullying to schools often come away from these interactions feeling 
frustrated and angry (Harcourt et al., 2014).  Based on these findings, as well as 
my personal experiences as the parent of a child who had been bullied, I 
anticipated that participants may experience strong emotions as they shared their 
stories with me during the interviews.  From an ethical point of view, it was 
important that participants were fully aware that they were under no obligation to 
continue with the interview if it became too distressing for them, and that they be 
offered appropriate support should this occur.  The information sheet and consent 
form advised participants that they may decline to answer any or all questions or 
ask that the interview cease at any time without explanation or consequence.  
Information sheets also included a referral to the Lifeline 24 hour telephone 
counselling service for participants to contact if they required support following 
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the interview.  At the start of each interview I reminded participants that they may 
pause or discontinue the interview at any point.  A second copy of the information 
sheet with the contact number for Lifeline was also made available to participants 
at the time of the interview.  
Throughout the interviews I took care to monitor participants for signs of 
emotional distress, and to offer opportunities to pause or discontinue the interview 
if they wished.  Although many of the parents did express strong emotions during 
the interviews, such as anger, sadness and regret, none became so distressed that 
they wished to discontinue the interview.  Further, at no point during the 
interviews did I judge that any of the participants experienced a level of distress 
that was likely to cause them harm and would therefore require immediate 
cessation of the interview.  A key component in managing this risk was the 
respectful and empathetic listening stance I took as parents shared their stories 
with me.  As Hydén (2013) has argued, in researching sensitive topics, attention to 
the relational aspects of interviews is crucial.  She suggests that in these 
circumstances the ‘ideal’ interviewer is ‘more a listener than a questioner’ (Hydén, 
2013, p. 225).  Such an approach aligns well with the narrative methods I used in 
this research which do not follow a standard question and answer format, but 
provide a space for participants to tell their stories in a manner and sequence of 
their own choosing, in as much or as little detail as they feel comfortable with.  At 
the conclusion of the interviews a number of parents commented on their 
appreciation of the opportunity this relatively unstructured interview format had 
afforded them to tell their story in detail and to express how they felt about what 
they had experienced. 
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Another risk which required careful consideration was the possible 
negative impact that listening to parents’ accounts of reporting bullying might 
have on my own emotional health and wellbeing.  The potential for vicarious 
trauma is an important consideration in research relating to sensitive topics 
(Taylor, Bradbury-Jones, Breckenridge, Jones, & Herber, 2016).  My personal 
experiences of reporting bullying meant that I needed to be especially mindful of 
this risk.  It was possible that hearing parents’ stories of these experiences would 
evoke painful memories and strong emotions for me.  To prepare for this 
possibility, I met with a counsellor at the Student Counselling Service at the 
University of Tasmania to explain the project and my personal circumstances in 
case I should require counselling after any of the interviews.  Throughout this 
phase of the research I was careful to schedule interviews to allow time for me to 
debrief with my supervisors and access further support at the University 
Counselling Service if necessary. 
Although the stories parents shared with me were emotionally affecting, I 
found that I did not need to access any counselling services during this period.  
Regular debriefing with my supervisors provided me with an outlet to describe my 
experiences of the interviews and to stay focussed on the aims of the research.  
Certainly my personal experiences contributed to the empathy I felt for 
participants during the interviews.  However, I am also an experienced qualitative 
research interviewer with well-developed skills in reflexive listening.  When 
strong emotions arose for participants during the interviews, I was able to draw on 
these skills to support parents as they found words to express their emotions, or to 
allow for silences until they were ready to continue with their story.  Rather than 
feeling distressed by what I heard in the interviews I felt humbled that these 
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parents had chosen to share their experiences with me so openly.  I was inspired 
by their stories of deep love and determination and hoped I would be able to do 
justice to them in my interpretations of them. 
Selection of participants 
In keeping with qualitative approaches to research which aim to provide 
in-depth understandings of particular issues or experiences, participants for this 
study were sought using a purposive sampling strategy.  Purposive sampling is a 
form of non-probability sampling which allows the researcher to construct a 
sample using selection criteria specifically designed to ensure that participants can 
provide information-rich examples of the issue or experience being investigated 
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011; Patton, 2002; Rice & Ezzy, 1999).  As 
Cohen et al. (2011, p. 157) explain, in this form of sampling the concern is not to 
represent the wider population but rather, ‘to acquire in-depth information from 
those who are in a position to give it’.  At the same time, this strategy allows the 
researcher to include a range of relevant cases or experiences within the sample, 
thus enabling detailed exploration of social phenomena that are likely to be 
‘complex, nuanced, situated and contextual’ (Mason, 2002, p. 125).  
Accordingly, participants for this study were sought among parents whose 
children were currently in Years 5-8 at school and who had, at some time, 
reported bullying of their child to a school.  These parameters ensured that 
participants could draw on personal experiences of direct relevance to the study 
while also allowing for a range of reporting experiences at primary and secondary 
school levels and across government, Catholic and independent school systems.  
In this study, the term ‘parent’ is understood to refer to biological, adoptive and 
step-parents as well as those acting in the role of guardian.  Parents of children in 
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Years 5-8 were selected as the focus for this study because research indicates that 
upper primary school years and the period following transition from primary to 
secondary school, are peak times for students to experience bullying (Cross et al., 
2009; Lester, Cross, Dooley, & Shaw, 2013; Rigby, 2010).   
In order to take part in the study, parents needed to have reported bullying 
of their child to the child’s current school, or to a previous school.  For the 
purposes of the study, reports of bullying could range from informal conversations 
with a child’s teacher to written complaints as part of a school’s formal grievance 
procedure.  The information sheet for the study defined bullying as ‘behaviour 
where one person or a group deliberately and repeatedly set out to cause hurt, 
embarrassment or distress to another person’ (Appendix B).  However, in order to 
take part in the study parents were not required to verify that what their child had 
experienced met with the above definition of bullying.  Rather, the key criterion 
for inclusion in the study was that the parent perceived that their child had been 
bullied and had reported this to their child’s school.  This privileging of parents’ 
perceptions is consistent with the aim of the research to contribute to rich 
understandings of how parents make sense of their experiences of reporting 
bullying.  
As noted above, the sampling strategy for this study was designed to 
include a range of reporting experiences across different year levels and school 
systems.  In addition, the study sought to include both positive and negative 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  As outlined in Chapter 3, existing 
research in this area has focussed on the sense of powerlessness often felt by 
parents as they attempt to advocate with schools on behalf of their child.  To date, 
the experiences of parents who have had positive interactions with schools when 
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reporting incidents of bullying have not received detailed attention in the research 
literature.  In order to address this gap, recruitment materials for the study 
highlighted that I was interested to hear from parents who had been satisfied with 
the response they received from schools after reporting incidents of bullying as 
well as those who had less satisfactory experiences. 
For practical reasons relating to travel to interviews, participants were 
sought in the Hobart region of Tasmania.  While the majority of parents who took 
part in the study lived in suburban Hobart, eight participants lived in surrounding 
rural areas and commuted to Hobart for work or study.  Of these, six had children 
who attended school in Hobart, while two had children who attended their local 
rural primary school.  In addition, two participants had recently moved to Hobart 
from a rural area and told of their experiences reporting bullying to their former 
local school.  This added a further layer of diversity to the study as participants 
had reported bullying to schools across a range of city, suburban and rural 
locations.  
Number of participants 
In qualitative studies which aim to provide detailed understandings of 
particular social phenomena, sample sizes are often kept relatively small to allow 
for the time consuming nature of generating and analysing rich qualitative data 
(Mason, 2002).  As Robinson (2014, p. 29) explains, qualitative studies which aim 
to be idiographic rather than nomothetic or generalizable, ‘typically seek a sample 
size that is sufficiently small for individual cases to have a locatable voice within 
the study, and for an intensive analysis of each case to be conducted’.  In terms of 
recommendations for narrative studies, Wells (2011, p. 20) suggests that a sample 
size of five is ‘sufficient for most studies involving complex analyses’.   However, 
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depending on the purpose of the study, these practical considerations may need to 
be balanced against the need to include a sufficient range of relevant cases within 
the sample to enable the researcher to ‘make strategic and possibly cross-
contextual comparisons, and hence build a well-founded argument’ (Mason, 2002 
pp. 123-4).  
Accordingly, in this study I aimed to interview between 15- 20 parents.  I 
determined that this sample size would allow me to explore a range of reporting 
experiences as detailed above, while also ensuring that I would be able to attend 
to the particularities of each parent’s account of their experiences.  The flexibility 
built into the size of the sample also allowed me to determine when the balance 
between practical and theoretical considerations had been reached.  Based on the 
depth and breadth of the data which had been generated in my interviews with 18 
parents, and as no further parents had come forward, I decided to stop recruiting 
participants for the study at that point.  
Recruitment of participants 
To locate potential participants, a public notice was placed in the Saturday 
edition of The Mercury newspaper which is published in Hobart with a circulation 
of approximately 61,000 (Appendix D).  Copies of the notice were also placed on 
public noticeboards in libraries, shopping centres, cafes and health centres in city 
and suburban locations across Hobart.  Parents who were interested in taking part 
in the study were invited to contact me by telephone or email for further 
information.  A total of 28 parents responded to these notices, with all but one 
choosing to do so by email.  In their responses parents commonly provided details 
of their child’s gender, current year level at school and a brief description of 
whether or not they had been satisfied with the response they received from their 
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child’s school to their reports of bullying.  In the few instances where parents did 
not volunteer this information, I checked it with them when following up by email 
or telephone.  This allowed me to establish that potential participants met the 
selection criteria for the study and to monitor the range of reporting experiences 
included within the sample.  One parent who contacted me about the study had a 
child who was not currently in Years 5-8, and therefore could not be included in 
the study.  Following these initial contacts with potential participants, I emailed 
them an information sheet which explained the purpose of the study and what 
participation in it would involve, along with a consent form for the study 
(Appendices B and C).  If, having read through this information, parents were 
willing to take part in the study, they were asked to contact me to arrange a 
mutually convenient time and place for an interview.  Of the 27 parents who 
received this information, 17 agreed to be interviewed for the study and 10 did not 
respond.  One parent who had agreed to take part in the study withdrew before 
being interviewed because she was moving interstate at short notice.  
Prior to commencing the recruitment activities outlined above, I conducted 
pilot interviews with two parents who were recruited through supervision team 
contacts.  Among these contacts, two parents indicated that they met the selection 
criteria for the study and were willing to be contacted by me with further 
information.  These parents were then sent information sheets and consent forms 
and asked to telephone or email me if they were willing to be interviewed for the 
study.  Consent forms were signed prior to the interviews and the parents 
reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any time.   
These interviews were initially envisaged as pilot interviews to allow me 
to see if my interview questions would elicit responses in the form of extended 
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stories.  However, it transpired that both interviews produced extraordinarily rich 
narrative accounts which were formative in my thinking about how particular 
types of stories about parenting and bullying act in parents’ lives.  Both parents 
confirmed at the conclusion of the interview that they were willing for me to use 
the interviews in the study.  I therefore decided to include the transcripts of these 
interviews in the overall data to be analysed for this research. 
Participants    
The 18 parents who agreed to be interviewed for this study are introduced 
in the following chapter through a series of vignettes.  In keeping with narrative 
research methods, these are storied accounts which engage with the complexities 
of participants’ experiences and do not attempt to reduce them to a set of 
categories for analysis (Riessman, 2008).  However, Table 1, below, is helpful in 
providing an overview of how each participant met the selection criteria for the 
study and the range of reporting experiences that are represented within it.  The 
participants are listed in the order in which they were interviewed, using the 
pseudonyms by which I have referred to them throughout the study.  It is 
important to note that in this study I did not ask participants to provide 
demographic details such as their age, marital status, occupation, or level of 
education.  This was because it is not my purpose here to provide an analysis of 
participants’ experiences of reporting bullying based on categories such as these.  
In this study, these details were only considered meaningful if participants’ 
included them as part of the narrative accounts they gave within the interviews.   
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Table 1: Participants by selection criteria and reporting experience 
 
Pseudonym 
 
Year level 
of child at 
time of 
interview 
 
Gender 
of child 
 
Type of 
school 
attended 
 
Approximate 
duration of 
bullying 
 
Reporting 
experience 
overall 
      
Eve 
 
6 Female Government 2 years Unsatisfactory 
Jenny 
 
8 Male Government 3 months Satisfactory 
Martin 
 
7 Female Independent 2 years Unsatisfactory 
Teresa 
 
6 Female Catholic 2 years Unsatisfactory 
Louise 
 
8 Female Government 2 months Satisfactory 
Sara 
 
6 Female Independent 2 years Mixed 
Steve 
 
6 Male Catholic 2 months Unsatisfactory 
Charlotte 
 
7 Male Government 1 year Mixed 
Donna 
 
5 Male Government 2 years Mixed 
Marie 
 
5 Male Catholic 1 year Unsatisfactory 
Kate 
 
5 Male Home school 
(previously 
Independent) 
3 months Unsatisfactory 
      
Amanda 
 
6 Female Government 1 year Unsatisfactory 
Jackie 5 
7 
Male 
Female 
Government 7 months Unsatisfactory 
      
Gina 
 
5 Male Independent 3 years Unsatisfactory 
Lisa 
 
5 Female Independent 2 months Satisfactory 
Sally 
 
7 Male Independent 1 year Unsatisfactory 
Julia 
 
7 Male Government 6 months Unsatisfactory 
Kim 
 
5 Female Government 1 year Unsatisfactory 
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Of the 18 parents who agreed to take part in the study, nine had reported 
bullying of a son, eight of a daughter and one of both a son and a daughter.  At the 
time of the interview, seven of these children were in Year 5, five in Year 6, five 
in Year 7 and two were in Year 8.  Ten of the children attended government 
schools, five attended independent schools and three attended Catholic schools.  
One child was being home-schooled after having been removed from an 
independent school due to bullying.  The duration of the bullying the children 
experienced ranged between two months and three years.  Participants gave 
accounts of a range of experiences of reporting bullying to their child’s school.  
While 12 parents were dissatisfied with the response they received from their 
child’s school, three were satisfied and three gave accounts of mixed experiences.  
Narrative interviews 
As discussed previously, the impetus for this research arose from the 
resonances I heard between parents’ personal stories of reporting bullying to 
schools and a common stock of stories about parents and bullying which circulate 
in the public domain.  In this study I wanted to explore these resonances further to 
understand how parents’ personal stories about these experiences intersect with 
broad cultural narratives about the roles and responsibilities of parents.  Thus, it 
was important to choose research methods which would allow me to conduct a 
detailed exploration of how parents narrate these experiences and the shared 
cultural resources they draw on to do so.  Accordingly, the data for this research 
was generated through in-depth narrative interviews with parents about their 
experiences of reporting bullying of their child to a school.   
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Design of interviews 
As Riessman (2008, p. 23) explains, in narrative interviewing ‘the goal is 
to generate detailed accounts rather than brief answers or general statements’.  As 
such, narrative interviews do not follow a sequenced question and answer format.  
Rather, the interview is framed in such a way as to encourage participants to take 
the lead in detailing their experiences.  Josselson (2013, p. 8) describes this 
process as akin to a dance in which the researcher is ‘moving with the participant 
and trying to ask as few questions as possible’.  According to Riessman (2008, p. 
24), this requires a significant change in thinking about the degree to which 
interviews are structured and controlled by the researcher, largely because the 
nature of storytelling is such that one story tends to lead to another.  However, as 
Riessman further observes, it is when such shifts in the narrative occur that 
researchers need to be especially attentive to the meanings and associations that 
may connect one story to another: ‘If we want to learn about an experience in all 
its complexity, details count’ (Riessman, 2008, p. 24).   
At the same time, researchers do need to retain some level of control over 
interview topics in order to maintain the focus of the research.  According to 
Josselson (2013, p. xi), too much structure in an interview will restrict a 
participant’s responses so that ‘we are likely to learn “facts” but not meanings’ 
and too little structure runs the risk that the participant may talk ‘but not about 
what we are interested in’.  She therefore advises that researchers make clear at 
the very start of an interview which particular aspects of the participant’s 
experiences are of interest for the purposes of the research (Josselson, 2013, p. 42).   
With these considerations in mind, I devised an opening statement for the 
interviews (Appendix E), to outline the parameters for the research and the sorts 
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of experiences I was interested to hear about.  Firstly, I reminded participants that 
the focus of the research was on parents and their experiences, and that it was not 
my purpose to collect details about specific incidents of bullying or individuals 
who may be perpetrators of bullying.  Next, I explained that I was especially 
interested to hear parents’ stories about how they found out that their child had 
been bullied at school, how they decided to report the bullying to the school, what 
that process had been like for them and how they found the responses they 
received from the school.  Lastly, I explained that rather than following a set list 
of questions, the interview was an invitation to parents to tell their story of these 
experiences in whatever order and in as much detail as they wished.   
My hope was that at that point participants would respond by beginning an 
extended account of how they came to report bullying of their child to a school.  
In case they did not, I prepared a set of questions on the topics outlined above 
(Appendix E).  Josselson (2013) refers to these as ‘auxiliary questions’ or 
questions you have ‘in your pocket’ in case the topics you want to hear about are 
not covered in the participant’s spontaneous account.  These questions were 
framed narratively, in that they were designed to elicit details of actual 
experiences rather than opinions or generalisations (Chase, 2003). 
Interviews 
The interviews for this research were conducted between June and 
December 2013.  With the exception of one interview, which was held at the 
participant’s business premises, all of the interviews took place in meeting rooms 
at the University of Tasmania in Hobart.  These meeting rooms provided mutually 
convenient and comfortable locations where it was possible to talk in private for 
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the duration of the interviews, which ranged between 45 minutes and just over 
two hours. 
Prior to the interview all participants were sent an information sheet about 
the study and a consent form (Appendices B and C).  I also brought spare copies 
of these to the interview, which I discussed with participants and answered any 
questions they had about their participation in the study.  I reminded participants 
of the limits of confidentiality in the study regarding acts of bullying which may 
be criminal in nature, and asked that they refrain from referring to any alleged 
perpetrators of bullying by name during the interview.  At this time, I also asked 
participants for permission to make an audio recording of the interview, which all 
agreed to.  I reminded participants that, if they wished, they could receive a copy 
of the transcript to review.  Only one participant chose to do this, and did not ask 
for any changes to be made to the transcript.   
When these preliminaries were complete, I began the interview with the 
opening statement as described above.  In most instances, while I was explaining 
the nature of the interview, parents indicated either verbally or with a gesture that 
they had understood what I was asking of them and that they were ready to begin.  
I was struck by how readily most of the parents began their accounts and was 
relieved that rather than thinking about what my next question should be, I could 
bring my full attention to actively listening as parents recounted their experiences.  
Numerous authors have highlighted the importance of active listening in 
qualitative research interviews (e.g. Holstein & Gubrium, 2011; Josselson, 2013; 
Kvale, 2007; Wengraf, 2001).  This is particularly so in narrative interviews 
where participants are encouraged to take extended turns at talking.  As Josselson 
(2013, p. 66) explains: 
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The interviewing stance that will provide the richest narration is one of listening.  
Listening is active, not passive.  We can think of ourselves as actively listening 
people into speech.  As interviewers we try to maintain a stance of attentive, 
empathetic, non-judgemental listening in order to invite, even to engender talk. 
Throughout the interviews I made every effort to listen in this way to create an 
environment in which parents felt that their story was being truly heard.  As noted 
previously, close attention to the relational aspects of the interviews was a crucial 
part of managing the risk of emotional harm to participants in this study.  From 
this perspective, the ability to listen with empathy and non-judgement was 
perhaps the most important skill I needed to bring to this research.  
In the early stages of the interviews I asked very few questions so as not to 
interrupt the flow of parents’ narratives (Wengraf, 2001).  Most parents chose to 
begin their account by describing how they had first become aware that their child 
was being bullied.  However, others chose to begin at another point in time, the 
significance of which only became clearer as their story unfolded.  For example, 
some parents began their accounts with anecdotes about their child’s early 
educational experiences, or the types of activities they liked to engage in outside 
of school.  When they then began to tell me about the bullying their child had 
experienced, I saw that these anecdotes had been a way of foreshadowing what 
these parents thought were the reasons their child had become a target of bullying, 
or alternatively, why they were surprised that they had.  Although there was no 
direct question about this in the interview, for a number of parents the causes of 
the bullying their child experienced became an important theme in their account.  
In this way, the relatively free-flowing structure of the interviews supported a 
deep exploration of the meanings that parents made of their experiences.  
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There came a point in each interview where parents indicated that they had 
come to the end of their story.  Some signalled this with a short phrase such as, 
‘so, that’s what happened’.  Others did so by physically sitting back in their chairs 
and looking at me expectantly.  I took this as my cue to begin what Jovchelovitch 
and Bauer (2000, p. 61) refer to as the ‘questioning phase’ of narrative interviews 
when the main narration has come to a ‘natural end’ and ‘the attentive listening of 
the interviewer bears its fruits’.  During this phase I used recursive questioning 
(Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995), to invite parents to expand on 
what they had told me and to deepen their narrative accounts.  At various points in 
the interviews I also reflected back to parents what I had understood about their 
experiences, which in turn prompted them to correct or elaborate on my 
interpretations of what they had said.  These reflective interviewing techniques 
form a part of an analytical listening stance which Minichiello et al. (1995, p. 101) 
describe as enabling the researcher to ‘analyse what is happening at the same time 
as participating in the interaction and the discussion’.  Further, it reflects a view of 
the interview data as jointly produced by the researcher and research participants 
(Josselson, 2013). 
Given the sensitive nature of the stories parents shared with me during 
these interviews, I took care to close the interviews in a stepped way which 
allowed parents time to come out of the intimacy of the interview experience 
before returning to their day.  When it seemed to me that parents had come to a 
point where there were no further aspects of their story that they wished to share 
with me, I asked them what advice they might offer other parents who were aware 
that their child had been bullied at school.  This question commonly led to more 
general discussion about bullying in schools and how it could be addressed.  At 
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this point, some parents also asked why I had chosen this particular topic for my 
research.  I responded by briefly explaining that the impetus for the research had 
arisen from own experiences as the parent of a child who had been bullied at 
school.  While I was willing to share this information with participants, I chose 
not to offer it at the outset of the interviews so that the focus of the interviews 
remained firmly on the participants and their personal experiences of reporting 
bullying.  I then thanked parents for their participation in the study and brought 
the interview to a close.    
Transcription of interviews 
I transcribed the audio recordings of the interviews as soon as possible 
after each interview.  This process allowed me to immerse myself in the details of 
each parent’s story while also noting emerging patterns across the interviews as 
the study progressed.  As Smith (2016, p. 215) explains, transcription is ‘much 
more than a technical exercise’ and provides an important opportunity for 
analytical thoughts to begin to ‘percolate’.   Indeed, Riessman (2008, p. 29) views 
transcription as a ‘deeply interpretive process’ because ‘the “same” stretch of talk 
can be transcribed very differently depending on the investigator’s theoretical 
perspective, methodological orientation and substantive interest’.  As Josselson 
(2013, p. 126) also notes, ‘the exactitude of transcription depends on what you 
intend to do with the data’.   
Because the focus of analysis in this research is on the meanings 
participants make of their experiences it was important to transcribe the data 
verbatim, noting pauses and sounds such as laughter or sighs and using hyphens to 
indicate when speech was broken off abruptly.  As well as transcribing the 
questions I asked of participants, I also transcribed all of my interruptions and 
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reflective statements.  In this way I acknowledge the co-constructed nature of the 
narratives produced in these interviews (Holstein & Gubrium, 2011; Josselson, 
2013).  However, because I did not intend to conduct a close linguistic or 
conversation analysis of the interviews, I excluded most of my ‘back-channel non-
lexical expressions’ (such as ‘mm’and ‘uh huh’) (Riessman, 2008, p. 31).  
Although such details help to display the conditions under which interview data 
are produced, they can also ‘slow up the reading of the text’ (Elliot, 2005, p. 51), 
and may serve to obscure the broader narrative features of the data which were a 
major focus of my analysis.  
Data analysis 
The interviews for this study produced a rich collection of stories about 
parents’ experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  The stories were told in 
detail and covered complex social and emotional terrain.  In keeping with 
dialogical approaches to research, a key concern in the analysis phase of the study 
was to engage with the data in ways which would allow the resonances in parents’ 
individual and collective stories to be heard.  From this perspective, the purpose 
of analysis can be seen as bringing ‘diffuse voices into contact with each other, 
enabling each voice to be heard alongside other voices that expressed similar 
experiences, thus giving shape to what could become a dialogue’ (Frank, 2012, p. 
36).  This requires methods of analysis which retain a sense of each story as a 
whole, rather than fragmenting them across codes and categories (Elliot, 2005; 
Riessman, 2008).  As Polkinghorne (1995, p. 11) explains, in narrative analysis 
understanding is gained through a process of analogy as ‘thought moves from case 
to case instead of case to generalization’.  
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However, as Smith (2016, p. 203) observes, embarking on a narrative 
analysis can be somewhat daunting because, in contrast to methods such as 
grounded theory or interpretive phenomenological analysis, there is a lack of 
‘step-by-step’ instructions for how to go about it.  This is particularly true in 
relation to dialogical narrative analysis, which Frank (2012) describes as 
proceeding on the basis of ‘phronesis’ or ‘practical wisdom’.  Frank describes 
how, in this form of analysis, phronesis is practised through an ‘iterative process 
of hearing stories speak to the original research interest, then representing those 
stories in writing, revising story selections as the writing develops its arguments, 
and revising the writing as those stories require’ (Frank, 2012, p. 43).  Thus, in 
dialogical approaches to research, analysis is not a matter of decoding data or 
gaining interpretive mastery over participants’ stories.  Rather, the researcher 
enters into an ongoing dialogue with participants’ stories, retelling them in ‘varied 
form to create new connections’ (Frank, 2010, p. 105).   
Accordingly, in this study I took a layered approach to analysis to allow 
for a deep engagement with the particularities of each parent’s story while also 
attending to connections and discontinuities across the stories as a whole.  First, a 
re-telling of the stories through a series of vignettes focussed on key themes and 
events in each parents’ story.  Next, I used Arthur Frank’s typology of restitution, 
chaos and quest narratives to guide a detailed re-telling of a selection of nine 
parents’ stories.  Together these different layers of analysis produced rich 
interpretive accounts of how parents made sense of their experiences of reporting 
bullying to schools.   
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Vignettes 
I began by listening to each interview several times, reading the transcripts 
closely and noting key phrases, events and recurrent themes in the data.  
Throughout this process I paid particular attention to the subject positions parents 
evoked for themselves and others in their stories (such as ‘problem parent’, 
‘neurotic mother’, ‘victim’ or ‘bully’).  Smith (2016, p. 216) describes this stage 
of analysis as a process of ‘indwelling’ in which empathy and understanding the 
data from the point of view of the participant are key.  In addition, he cautions that 
in noting the thematic content of the data it is important not to break the text down 
to such an extent that ‘the researcher is left with a set of codes, not a story’ (Smith, 
2016, p. 217).  
Working from this perspective, I then wrote an interpretive account, or 
vignette, of each parents’ experiences based around the key themes and events I 
had noted in their interview transcript.  This method of analysis aligns with 
Polkinghorne’s (1995, p. 15-16) view of ‘narrative analysis’ as a hermeneutic 
process in which data is synthesised in the form of a plot or a story, as distinct 
from ‘analysis of narratives’ which relies on separating data into its constituent 
parts.  Further, as Frank (2012, p. 44) has argued, the process of writing is itself a 
form of analysis: ‘Decisions are constantly made about what belongs in this 
representation, what should be set aside for later and how the stories fit together – 
that’s analysis.’   
In accordance with this, I found that the process of writing the vignettes 
was a crucial step in understanding the meaning that particular events held for 
parents in terms of their story as a whole, as well as alerting me to smaller, often 
contradictory, stories that lay within their overall account of their experiences.  In 
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addition, the process of re-telling the stories, one after another, helped me to 
become attuned to common storylines and associated subject positions across the 
stories.  Frank (2010, p. 37) explains this process in terms of resonance, arguing 
that ‘stories are textures of resonances’ and that it is through such resonances that 
stories build meaning.  In order to recreate something of this experience, the 
vignettes are presented in the following chapter in the order in which the 
interviews were conducted. 
Narrative types as a ‘listening device’ 
The next layer of analysis drew on Arthur Frank’s typology of illness 
narratives as a ‘listening device’ (Frank, 2013, p. 76), or interpretive guide, to 
explore how parents make sense of their experiences of reporting bullying.  As 
discussed previously, numerous researchers have drawn on Frank’s typology to 
understand how people make sense of illness and other disruptive experiences in 
their lives.  As I wrote the vignettes I noted that parents often framed their stories 
in terms which were resonant of illness or trauma narratives.  Many spoke of the 
bullying their child experienced as a breach in the expected trajectory of their 
child’s education, and reporting the bullying was represented as an attempt to 
remedy the situation.  However, there was some variation in how parents 
positioned themselves in this scenario and the types of outcomes they described in 
terms of a resolution to the bullying.  From this perspective, Frank’s typology 
provided a useful means of exploring the relationship between particular parenting 
identities and broader cultural narratives about parents and bullying.  As Frank 
(2012, p. 46) argues, ‘typologies show how actors in whatever field are effected—
enabled to be as they are—by their available narrative resources’.  
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According to Frank (2012, p. 43), in this form of analysis it is important to 
consider each story as whole. Thus, from the total number stories collected for a 
study, comparatively few are selected for focussed attention in the research report.  
Accordingly, an important step in this phase of the analysis was to select a smaller 
number of stories to be re-told through the lens of Frank’s typology.  Of the 18 
parents’ stories included in this study, I selected nine for this phase of the analysis: 
three for each of the three narrative types described by Frank.  Following Frank 
(2012, p. 43), I selected those stories which spoke most strongly to my original 
research interest regarding the narrative construction of parenting identities in 
relation to school bullying.  
Before returning to the interview transcripts I conducted a close reading of 
Frank’s description of restitution, chaos and quest narratives in The Wounded 
Storyteller (2013).  From this reading I noted the key features of each narrative 
type and used these to guide my interpretation and re-telling of the nine selected 
stories.  Each narrative type is considered in a separate chapter which focusses on 
three stories which resonate with that particular narrative type.  However, it is 
important to note that there is some fluidity in this as individual stories shift 
between different narrative types.  Indeed, as discussed previously, the purpose of 
this phase of the analysis was not to categorise stories according to one narrative 
type or another.  Rather, Frank’s typology was used as a ‘listening device’ to 
encourage closer attention to the ‘narrative flux that marks lived storytelling’ 
(Frank, 2013, pp. 76-77).  Thus, a major concern in this phase of the analysis was 
to highlight the different storylines at play in parents’ accounts of their 
experiences, and to consider the implications this complexity has for how parents 
see themselves in their role as a parent.    
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Conclusion 
In this chapter I have described the theoretical orientation of the study and 
the specific ‘storied resource’ perspective which underpins it.  I have shown how 
each stage of the study has been informed by dialogical approaches to research 
which seek to engage with nuances and complexities in storied accounts of 
personal experience rather than reducing them to a set of codes and categories.  In 
particular, I have argued that Arthur Frank’s typology of illness narratives 
provides a useful means of tracing nuances and complexities within and across 
parents’ personal stories of reporting bullying to schools.  Further, in this chapter I 
have highlighted the important role that notions of resonance play in the design 
and structure of this study.  By attending closely to resonances across parents’ 
personal stories and broader cultural narratives about parents and bullying, I aim 
to contribute to a rich understanding of how parents make sense of their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  
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Chapter 5: Parents’ Stories of Reporting Bullying 
Introduction 
This chapter presents a series of vignettes which derive from narrative 
interviews I conducted with parents for this research.  The vignettes are 
interpretive accounts of the stories parents told during the interviews about their 
experiences of reporting bullying of their child to a school.  Each vignette appears 
in the order in which the interview was conducted and focusses on key themes and 
events in that parent’s story.  In choosing to represent the interview data in this 
way, I am indebted to the work of Maple (2005), whose doctoral research on the 
experiences of parents whose young adult children had taken their own lives was 
formative in my thinking about the power of stories to explore connections 
between parents’ personal experiences and broader cultural narratives. 
The vignettes are placed here, at the heart of the thesis, in order to 
highlight their central importance to the substance and methodology of this 
research.  As noted previously, it is such stories of personal experience which are 
largely absent from existing research on parents and school bullying.  Taken 
together, the vignettes provide rich description of a range of reporting experiences.  
In addition, the chapter is designed to provide the reader with something of the 
experience of listening to each parent’s story, one after another, and becoming 
attuned to the resonances at play across the stories as a whole.  In this way, the 
chapter provides rich context for further layers of interpretation and analysis 
which are presented in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 of the thesis.   
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Eve 
Eve lives with her husband Simon and their three children in a small rural 
community in southern Tasmania.  When I met with Eve, her daughter Jade was 
half way through Year 6 at their local government school.  The family had moved 
to the area from interstate when Jade was in Year 3.  In her account, Eve tells how 
Jade been bullied both prior to moving and ‘from day two’ at her current school in 
Tasmania.  The bullying Jade experienced at both schools was mostly in the form 
of social exclusion, although on one occasion at her current school she had also 
been physically bullied.  Eve tells how she had repeatedly brought the bullying to 
the attention of staff at both schools, only to be disappointed by how ineffective 
their responses seemed to be.  At Jade’s current school the bullying had continued 
for more than two years.  When the bullying escalated to a point where Jade was 
refusing to go to school, Eve met with the Principal to discuss the situation.  She 
describes a heated exchange during which she threatened to report the bullying to 
the Department of Education if the school did not take more decisive action to 
protect Jade.  Although the bullying subsided after this, Eve regrets how long she 
waited before taking such a strong stance with the school.   
Eve began her account by noting that she too had been bullied at school.  
She tells how these experiences had made her reluctant to ‘step in’ and report the 
bullying that Jade was now experiencing in case she made things worse as she felt 
her own parents had done: 
I think also in the back of my mind was the memory of when my parents had 
to step in when I was a child Jade’s age and having trouble, ironically 
enough the same age period.  And I remember it failed miserably and made 
things so much worse.  And there’s a fine line as to, you know, the best way 
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to, when you know your child is hating school and doesn’t want to go.  But 
of course, when it reaches the point where they – the distress on their, on her 
face, just to get out of bed and go. You know well, that this can’t go on, and 
you know it’s time to step in.  
At several points in her account Eve expressed concerns about being seen 
as a ‘problem parent’ when she raised the issue of bullying with Jade’s teachers.  
In Eve’s view this situation was compounded by the fact that having only recently 
moved to the area she and her family were ‘the new kids on the block’ in a close 
knit community: ‘We come to a new state to start a new life in this community; 
there’s an element of you don’t want to be the problem parent.  Now that, be it 
right or wrong, was in my head.’  However, as Jade became increasingly unhappy 
and withdrawn, Eve forced herself to raise the issue at the next parent-teacher 
meeting.  She describes how uncomfortable this made her feel: 
Oh, I hated it.  I felt inside like, ‘Oh I’m going to have to do this’ and it was 
something, it was just something that had to be done.  And it wasn’t, you 
know, I wasn’t um (sigh), proud of the fact that my daughter is being bullied, 
you know, ‘Hey, let’s do this in the parent-teacher interview!’ 
During this meeting Jades’ teacher expressed surprise at the types of 
behaviours Eve was describing and promised that she would address the issue.  
She told Eve that she would try to observe what was going on between Jade and 
her classmates and from there try to turn the situation around.  Eve tells how she 
left the meeting feeling happy that she had reported the bullying and was hopeful 
that now there was an ‘awareness’ of the situation things would improve.   
However, Eve was extremely disappointed when the bullying continued, 
and as far as she could tell, the teachers were not seeing any of it.  She decided to 
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spend more time in the playground herself to try to monitor the situation.  Her 
distress increased as she could see ‘as clear as day’ what was going on between 
the children, but the teachers on duty did not seem to take any action.  Further, she 
tells how this lack of action on the part of the teachers made her feel as though 
they did not believe that Jade as being bullied: 
And it sort of made me feel as well like (sigh), you know, (sigh), ‘I’m telling 
the truth here.  You know, like she’s really hurting, my child is really hurting 
and does not want to come to this school anymore.’  
For Eve, one of the most upsetting aspects of her discussions with Jade’s 
teachers about the bullying was the way in which they cast Jade as the source of 
the problem.  She tells how Jade’s teacher at her previous school had implied that 
the fault lay with Jade’s overly timid approach to joining games in the playground.  
At her current school also, Eve felt that the teachers’ response to her reports of 
bullying implied a criticism of Jade’s social skills, and in turn, of her own skills as 
a parent:    
That’s what makes me want to cry - is you feel this, I must, it’s like we must 
be doing something wrong as parents.  Or she must be not, um, - Why can’t 
she fit in with the other girls? Why can’t she?  You know, I mean, she’s 
absolutely lovely, you know?  Yeah, yeah, you do, there’s that problem there 
where you feel this inadequacy of not being normal and being able to 
conform because you’ve got this, you’re an outer, on the – you know, ‘Can I, 
can I play?’ type thing.  Like you know not actively, and that, that, is the 
very uncomfortableness that I had with the teacher.  That’s, that’s the crux of 
it.  It’s hard to put into words but that’s what it is: There’s something wrong 
with me. 
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Eve tells how this pattern continued for more than two years until it came 
to the point where Jade was refusing to go to school.  This posed a major dilemma 
for the family as the small rural school Jade was attending was the only one she 
could go to without having to travel a long distance.  In order for Jade to change 
schools the whole family would need to relocate from an area they were otherwise 
very happy with.  Eve decided that she now needed to take stronger action to sort 
the problem out and made an appointment to see the Principal.    
Although Eve describes the Principal as having been very receptive to her 
concerns in their meeting, she was highly critical of the approach he then took 
with the children which she describes as being all ‘soft and fluffy’ with no 
specific consequences for their behaviour.   She tells how following this meeting 
the bullying behaviours continued, culminating in a physical attack on Jade in the 
playground.  Eve represents this incident as a major turning point in how she 
approached the school and describes her intense anger when she again met with 
the Principal, this time threatening to report the bullying to the Department of 
Education if he could not do more to put a stop to it: 
So we said, ‘OK, this isn’t enough.  Nuh, it’s not enough you know.  We 
need something more, we need to see that something more is happening or 
I’m going’ – I basically said, ‘I’m going over your head, you know, I’ll talk 
to whoever I have to talk to.’ 
From Eve’s perspective it was this ultimatum which provided the catalyst 
for the Principal to take some effective action with regard to the bullying: ‘They 
didn’t get pro-active until I got pro-angry!’  She describes how, following that 
meeting, the Principal was out in the playground every day, watching the children 
and making his presence known.  In Eve’s view this had the effect of putting a 
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stop to the bullying.  Further, she tells how the Principal also implemented a 
‘values’ program which she sees as having been helpful in creating an awareness 
in the students of the moral implications of their actions: 
One thing that the Principal did which was fantastic is each month having a 
value. And the value being, you know, whether it be courage or respect or 
tolerance.  Tolerance was a big one.  And trying to teach the children, you 
know.  And getting an awareness you know, of important values, to put the 
morals, to get them morally thinking. 
Although Eve feels that by taking a more assertive stance with the school, 
she was finally able to bring about a resolution to the bullying that Jade was 
experiencing, she expresses strong regret that she had waited so long to do so, and 
offered the following advice for other parents whose children are bullied at school: 
Don’t feel like it’s your fault.  Don’t be embarrassed or feel uncomfortable 
about getting on top of it as soon as you can.  Be proactive, be involved, and 
offer as much comfort to your child that you can.  
Jenny 
Jenny lives in Hobart with her partner Guy and their son Will.  The 
bullying Jenny told me about took place during the previous year when Will had 
just begun Year 7 at a large government school.  Will attended the school along 
with a small group of boys with whom he had been good friends at his local 
government primary school.  With his friend Peter, Will had been among some 
‘very bright boys’ in the primary school who had won several academic prizes.  
However, Jenny describes the transition to secondary school as ‘a hard one’ for 
these boys, testing their friendship and their sense of who they are in a larger 
school environment.   
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Soon after the start of the school year Jenny and Guy became aware that 
‘things at school were not good for Will’.  His friend Peter had started behaving 
differently towards him, saying nasty things and putting him down in front of 
other students.  It wasn’t long before the behaviour spread to other boys in the 
class and then to soccer training after school.  Although most of the bullying Will 
experienced took the form of verbal put-downs there were also a few occasions on 
which he was physically attacked.  Jenny was surprised to find that Will was 
having trouble with his peers because he was ‘not one who was going to be 
antagonistic in any way towards other kids’.  However, Will’s father, who had 
been bullied at school himself, saw that Will was likely to experience bullying due 
to his academic giftedness and relative lack of sporting prowess.  Although Will 
‘loves sport’ and is a keen participant, Jenny notes that ‘he is not particularly good 
at it’.  In Jenny’s view the unequal value placed on sporting and academic 
successes in Australian culture at least partially explains why Will became a target 
for bullying.  She interprets Peter’s change in behaviour toward Will as an attempt 
to fit in with these broad cultural values and to ‘be cool’ in his new school 
environment. 
At first, Will wanted to see if he could handle the situation himself and 
didn’t want his parents to contact the school.  A number of times during our 
interview Jenny stressed how important it was that she and Guy respected Will’s 
wishes and did not try to take control of the situation themselves.  Rather, they did 
‘lots of talking at home’ with Will about what was happening, trying to help him 
‘work out how to deal with it’.  However, by the end of the first term Will was 
feeling socially isolated and unsafe at school and had come to a point where he 
felt he needed some help to handle the situation. 
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Although he was still reluctant to report the behaviour to the school, Will 
thought it might help if he and Peter could have a talk in the company of their 
parents.  Jenny felt that she knew Peter’s parents well enough to contact them and 
invite them to try, as parents together, to help their sons work things out.  
However, Jenny was extremely hurt and disappointed when they refused to meet 
with her to talk about the situation.  For Jenny, their refusal represented an 
approach to the issue of bullying which contrasted sharply with that taken by Guy 
and herself:   
We tried talking to them and they didn’t want to talk about it.  They had a 
very different perspective on how to deal with the situation ...Um, because 
they had sort of taken an approach that you know, the boys need to sort it out.  
That this is ‘just normal stuff, they need to sort it out’.  And we thought, ‘No, 
this is not normal stuff.  This is not something that boys who are 13 years old 
can sort, 12 and 13 years old can sort out for themselves.’  So we had a 
different perspective on it all. And um, we felt really isolated by that, you 
know?  
In Jenny’s view, to stand back and not intervene in bullying situations represents 
not only an abrogation of parental responsibility but also a failure of community.  
As she explained, ‘We are all capable of doing hurtful and harmful things to other 
people.  And to let it happen and not respond to it, becomes the thin edge.’ 
Feeling lonely and miserable during the school holidays, Will agreed that 
it was time to tell the school.  Jenny contacted Will’s Year Coordinator directly to 
outline her concerns and was immediately impressed by the clear position he took 
on the unacceptability of the behaviour and what he would do to intervene.  She 
describes how supportive he was of Will, telling him that what had been 
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happening ‘is absolutely not on in this school, and we don’t tolerate this sort of 
behaviour and we really want it to stop’.    
Over the next term the Year Coordinator met several times with the boys 
who had been bullying Will, to caution them about their behaviour and tell them 
what the consequences would be if it continued.  Although the behaviour did not 
stop immediately, Jenny says that ‘eventually it all just settled down’.  By the end 
of the second term things at school had improved markedly for Will: the bullying 
had stopped and he had made a new set of friends.  Throughout this time Jenny 
was in regular contact with the Year Coordinator via email and face to face 
meetings.  Although the process took some months, Jenny was reassured by how 
responsive the Year Coordinator was throughout that time, making himself 
available for meetings and ‘very much wanting to be on to it’.   
At the same time, Jenny was impressed with the level of understanding the 
Year Coordinator brought to his interactions with the students around bullying 
issues.  She describes his approach as one which, congruent with her own, is 
based on an ethos of community care.  By way of example she describes how he 
invited a group of students, including Will, to meet and discuss ways they could 
help a boy who had physically attacked Will to change his behaviour: 
He said, ‘We know that he’s having a hard time in his life, and I’m thinking 
that perhaps there are some boys in the class we can get together and say, 
look, these things are going on, what can we do to help him out?’... So it was 
very much taking a community approach.  And saying, ‘You know, we’re all 
part of a community, things happen to members of our community at 
different times, and we need to get together and work out what’s the best 
way, what ideas do we have?’   
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Throughout her account Jenny advocates strongly for community 
approaches to bullying, which she contrasts with punishment approaches which 
she sees as a product of individualistic thinking: 
There have to be consequences for bad behaviours, but it’s for behaviours 
not for bad people.  So it’s really important to separate the behaviours from, 
the person... And I think it’s working against our very individualist um, 
thinking in society, which is very unhelpful, very, very unhelpful.  It’s 
caused so much pain and suffering. And I think, with time, we are going to 
have to turn that round and become much more, communal, again.  Because 
as people we need to support each other through life.  And we need to know 
that we have people around us all the time who support each other in life.  
And, that um, if one person is struggling, then we as a community have a 
responsibility to help that person get through the struggles and out the other 
side, because it could be us. 
The strong belief Jenny expresses in a community responsibility to help resolve 
bullying situations also lends poignancy to the hurt and disappointment she felt 
when Peter’s parents refused to ‘join with’ her and Guy to help their sons talk 
things through: 
That was very, very hard.  And, oh Guy and I were very upset at times about 
all of that.  We couldn’t understand that we were being completely blocked 
in our attempts to try and resolve this. And um, oh, it was very painful for us. 
Martin 
Martin lives with his wife Frances and their daughter Angela in a small 
town not far from Hobart.  At the time of our interview Angela was in Year 7 at 
an independent school which she had attended since moving from her local 
government school at the start of Year 5.  In choosing to send Angela to a 
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different school, Martin and his wife had hoped to provide their highly gifted 
daughter with an educational environment which would better cater to her 
particular learning needs.  However, although she excelled academically at her 
new school, over a period of two years Angela had become increasingly anxious 
about the way she was treated by her classmates.  In his account Martin describes 
his concerns about the effects of ongoing relational bullying on Angela’s mental 
health and expresses deep frustration at the school’s lack of clear processes to deal 
with such situations.  Despite numerous discussions with staff about the severity 
of his daughter’s situation, Martin felt that his concerns were not being taken 
seriously and he could see no end to the bullying his daughter was experiencing at 
school.  
Martin began his account by noting the long-standing nature of Angela’s 
social difficulties which he described as an ‘ongoing saga’ since early primary 
school.  He tells how during these years Angela was confused and upset by the 
fast-changing nature of friendship groups at school.  Martin notes that, as a first 
time parent, he found it difficult to know if these experiences were normal for 
young girls or something he should be concerned about.  However, as time went 
on, and he heard more details about specific events, Martin began to see what was 
happening in terms of bullying which he describes as ‘an almost tribal gathering 
to persecute or zero in on a certain kind of person’.  He recalls his own 
experiences of being bullied at school and observes that ‘there is a type of kid that 
others will organise themselves instinctively to target’.   In Martin’s view, Angela 
was marked as socially different among her peers due to her high intelligence and 
being ‘a little bit eccentric’ in terms of her interests, and was therefore vulnerable 
as a target of bullying.    
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Martin tells how the family were able to ‘survive’ these early experiences 
of bullying by talking with Angela’s teachers who then arranged for ‘certain 
manoeuvres to keep the kids separately’.  While these efforts did alleviate the 
situation for a time, it was increasingly clear to Martin that Angela was bored by 
the curriculum and needed academic extension to keep her engaged at school.  At 
the beginning of Year 5, Martin and his wife enrolled Angela at an independent 
school which they hoped would provide her with the ‘brain food’ she needed as 
well as extra-curricular activities to support her various creative interests.  
Although Angela thrived at her new school academically, she found social 
relations even more difficult than at her previous school.  Martin explains that the 
culture at the school was such that Angela’s ‘unusual’ interests were met by her 
peers with disdain and she was often ridiculed for her academic achievements: 
We found that anything that happened that was unusual, like for instance, 
not going on a school camp or being interested in certain art forms or 
anything that wasn’t the sort of um, popular culture, kind of, she had to, ah 
she had to pay for...It’s horrible.  Because we see her happiness and her 
engagement with homework for instance.  She loves doing homework.  So I 
get into it as well, we look up books, we go onto the internet, the whole thing 
– and then she comes home and says she has been laughed at because she did 
so well and ‘who cares about silly old Egyptian pharaohs’ or whatever it 
happens to be.  
As she progressed through the school, Angela became increasingly 
anxious about her social standing with her peers.  In particular, she found it 
difficult to cope with the unpredictability of cliques among her classmates and the 
way she could be ‘dropped’ by a close friend without warning.  Martin tells how 
distressing these ‘turnabouts’ were for Angela and, by extension, for him and his 
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wife.  Although they tried to counsel their daughter as best they could, they were 
both overwhelmed by the intensity of her responses to these experiences.  They 
decided to seek help from a psychologist and Angela was subsequently diagnosed 
with anxiety and depression.    
Throughout this period Martin and his wife made numerous attempts to 
speak with Angela’s teachers about the harmful effects that her social relations at 
school were having on her mental health.  However, each time they felt that their 
concerns were being dismissed as the teachers spoke glowingly about how well 
Angela was doing in her studies and assured them that socially there was nothing 
the matter that could not be solved with ‘a little bit of encouragement’ from her 
teachers.  And yet, Angela continued to be highly distressed by her classmates’ 
behaviour towards her.  As her academic achievements grew, the hurtful 
comments from her classmates increased and so too did her sensitivity to them. 
Eventually Martin went to see the Principal and arranged a formal meeting 
with key staff at the school as well as Angela’s psychologist.  Martin tells how he 
prepared very carefully for the meeting with a list of his concerns about Angela’s 
experiences at school and questions about the school’s policies and processes with 
regard to bullying.  However, he was extremely dismayed when the Principal 
began by making a joke of his preparation and proceeded to chair the meeting in a 
manner he found both ineffectual and patronising: 
He wanted to play the part of Chairman, or said that he wanted to play the 
part of Chairman, but in fact didn’t.  He let each issue fizzle away without 
resolution.  And it seemed to be, to me, a sort of tactic to deal with, um, over 
intense parents.  You know, ‘let’s let them’ um what do you call it, ‘let’s let 
them unload’.  
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A particular source of frustration for Martin was the refusal of the 
Principal and other staff at the meeting to acknowledge that Angela was being 
bullied.  He recalls how he was specifically directed by staff not to call the 
behaviour he had reported ‘bullying’.  Rather, the suggestion was that these kinds 
of interactions were normal among teenage girls and well catered for by the 
school’s individualised approach to pastoral care.  However, Martin insisted that 
the behaviour did qualify as bullying because it was targeted and repeated.  He 
recalls how angry he became during the meeting and notes that, while he did not 
lose his temper, he was not as ‘civil’ as he felt he ought to be.  Although Martin 
was grateful for the contribution of one teacher who undertook to ‘keep an eye out’ 
for Angela, he doubted that this alone would remedy the situation.  With no 
acknowledgement of the bullying that Angela was experiencing, and no clear 
processes in place to deal with such behaviour, Martin could not see how the 
school would resolve the issue: 
The issue of bullying, it’s so difficult.  It’s so difficult to talk with the school 
about something that is occurring that’s not allowed to have a label, and it 
not be just a sort of repetition over a protracted period of time of the same 
issues. 
Following this meeting Martin felt that he had reached an impasse with the 
school where any attempt to pursue the matter further would only serve to 
entrench the view that he was an ‘over-anxious parent’ and would therefore be 
counter-productive.  Further, he tells how his own feelings of anxiety in dealing 
with the school had compounded Angela’s concerns about her situation.  In 
Martin’s view, the ineffective response he had received from the school in relation 
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to the bullying was responsible for the secondary trauma the family was now 
experiencing: 
It makes us anxious and she picks up on that.  And that that’s one of the, I 
think that is one of the most iniquitous things about all this, is that the school 
in fact is responsible for, for um, the sort of symptoms of unhealthiness in 
the family, it goes into the family. 
Despite his frustration with the school, Martin felt that Angela was too 
fragile to risk moving to yet another school where there could be no guarantee that 
the same thing would not happen again.  In Martin’s view, his family’s only 
option was to deal with each new crisis as it arose and, with support from 
Angela’s psychologist, to try to mitigate the harmful effects of her experiences at 
school.   
Teresa 
Teresa lives with her husband and three children in a town about an hour’s 
drive out of Hobart.  At the time of our interview, Teresa’s daughter Caitlin was 
in Year 6 at a Catholic school in Hobart.  The family had moved to the area the 
year before to enable the children to be within commuting distance of a school 
which continued on to secondary school, and so lessen the impact of their 
transition from primary to secondary school.  When Teresa contacted me about 
the study she told me that she had ‘documented eight months of contact’ with her 
daughter’s school regarding bullying, and that it had taken that amount of time for 
the school to do something ‘proactive’ about it.  Throughout the interview Teresa 
referred to a spread sheet on which she had recorded incidents of bullying Caitlin 
had experienced as well as her own interactions with school staff about the 
bullying.  For Teresa this strategy of methodically documenting events was 
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crucial to the way in which she managed the situation, to be able to remember 
what had happened and provide evidence of patterns in the behaviour which 
established it as bullying.  
In her account, Teresa tells how the bullying Caitlin experienced was 
directed towards her by a classmate who was also new to the school.  At first 
Teresa interpreted the behaviour as ‘a bit of shouldering, to compete with making 
friends with existing students at the school’.  Teresa says she had expected some 
of this when Caitlin started at a new school.  However, after a few months these 
incidents seemed to be occurring more frequently and had escalated to include 
social exclusion: ‘Talking behind hands, laughing and pointing, and getting 
children not to play with my daughter, and that sort of sneaky business.’  Caitlin 
loved her new school but was becoming anxious because, due to the behaviour of 
this particular girl, she never quite knew what each day would bring and whether 
or not she would have anyone to play with. 
Teresa decided that the situation was ‘concerning enough’ to raise it with 
Caitlin’s teacher at a scheduled parent-teacher interview.  The teacher responded 
that she had ‘no idea’ that this was happening, expressed concern for Caitlin and 
said that she would ‘keep an eye on the situation’.   However, the behaviour 
continued on throughout the term at a somewhat lower level with ‘niggly things’ 
here and there.  At the start of the next term Teresa realised that she needed to be 
‘far more assertive with the school’ when she discovered that the girl had falsely 
accused Caitlin of stealing and had manipulated other children to support her 
claims: 
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So that was when I thought, ‘Right! Because one of the Ten Commandments 
is to not falsely bare witness.’ And I thought, ‘This is now, you know, 
undermining one of the commandments of Catholicism and these kids go to 
a Catholic school, so if they’re not going to address that, then I’ve got no 
hope in trying to have the school help with the issue.’ So I wrote a letter. 
Teresa received a written response from Caitlin’s teacher, telling her that the 
situation had been investigated and found to be something of a misunderstanding.  
Teresa was dissatisfied with this and felt that the school had now also been 
manipulated by this girl.  From this point on in her account Teresa referred to this 
girl as ‘the bully’.   
Teresa tells how, by documenting the events, she had recognised that ‘the 
bully’ had established a pattern of modifying her behaviour each time she was 
spoken to, with things escalating again approximately one month later.  Teresa 
goes on to describe how this pattern continued with the girl orchestrating a game 
on the school bus in which Caitlin was repeatedly hit on the head and shoulders.  
When Teresa heard about this she was ‘furious’ and wrote another letter, this time 
addressed to the Principal, and delivered it personally to the school.  When she 
arrived at the school with the letter, Teresa found that the Principal was absent.  
However, she was able to meet with the Acting Principal who said that she was 
shocked by what had happened and would speak to all the children involved.  
Later that day Teresa received a phone call from the Acting Principal who told her 
that she had conducted a mediation session with the girls during which the other 
girl had admitted to hitting Caitlin on the bus and that the girl ‘should be 
commended for being honest’.   
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Teresa says she was ‘quite bemused’ by this and ‘very dismayed about 
how gentle an approach was taken with regards to a physical abuse instance that 
was admitted to’.  She had hoped that there might be some consequences 
following on from the incident, and felt that the mediation attempted by the school 
was unlikely to send a strong enough message about the unacceptability of the 
behaviour.  Teresa began to wonder if there was any point reporting further 
incidents to the school if no decisive action would be taken, and indeed if to do so 
might make things more difficult for Caitlin: 
It got to the point of just, ‘What’s the point? This is just – I’m going to 
become one of those pain in the arse parents. They are going to dismiss me, 
they’re going to think I’m causing trouble.’ And I didn’t want that to have an 
effect on my daughter.   
Throughout the year Caitlin had not shown any signs of school refusal.  
However, when the bullying on the bus continued on into the next year, she began 
to dread the journey to and from school and started crying in bed at night saying 
that she did not want to go to school.  Teresa again raised the issue with the school, 
hoping to make further headway with Caitlin’s new teacher.  She told the teacher 
that she was frustrated that no one at the school seemed to be seeing how this girl 
was behaving towards Caitlin, and asked if the teacher would quietly observe the 
interactions between the girls for a time so that the school might ‘finally recognise 
how this child is behaving’.  The teacher agreed and said that she would follow up 
with Teresa in a fortnight’s time.  However, the next day Teresa received an email 
from Caitlin’s teacher telling her that she had spoken with the Principal about the 
matter and Caitlin had been asked to diarise any incidents that occurred.   Further, 
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Caitlin reported that her teacher had told her that the girl had been spoken to and 
that ‘hopefully everything would be alright now’.  
Teresa says she was ‘just beside herself’ with anger when she heard this.  
She felt that the actions taken by the school completely defeated the purpose of 
her request to have the girl’s behaviour observed unobtrusively as the record she 
had kept showed that ‘whenever the bully has been spoken to her behaviour 
improves for only a period of time between two to four weeks averaging 20 days’.  
At this point Teresa surmised that the school would continue to deal with 
incidents in isolation not recognising that the behaviour was a case of sustained 
bullying.  She was therefore surprised to receive a telephone call from the 
Principal the following day.  During this call the Principal told Angela that she 
had spoken with the mother of the other girl and that both girls had been asked to 
report any incident straight away, and further, if their behaviour did not improve 
they would be excluded from certain extra-curricular activities that year.  Teresa 
felt that this was unfair as it sounded as though Caitlin was being considered as 
‘an instigator’ and was frustrated that the school did not seem to be taking account 
of the numerous occasions on which she had previously reported bullying of 
Caitlin by this particular girl.    
Over the next few weeks the Principal met with both girls on a regular 
basis to discuss a range of complaints they each brought about the other’s 
behaviour.  Teresa noted that these meetings seemed to have ‘a positive effect’ 
and by the middle of the year Caitlin reported that the girl was being ‘really nice 
now’.  In Teresa’s view the bullying behaviour stopped because the Principal was 
now showing ‘an avid interest’ and ‘the bully now realises that she can’t move 
without it being seen’.  However, Teresa says that it took ‘too many tries’ on her 
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part to get to that point, and is highly critical of the apparent lack of record 
keeping by the school in relation to her earlier reports of bullying and the way in 
which each of these incidents had been dealt with ‘in isolation’.  She takes credit 
for persisting with the issue and contrasts her approach with other parents who 
may have given up: 
And I’m not going to go, I’m not going to um, like a lot of parents, go, ‘Oh 
what’s the point in saying anything because they’ll do nothing.’  I, I’m so 
opposite to that.  I will keep doing something until something is done.  In 
this instance, if I hadn’t kept doing it, my daughter would be so mentally 
scarred by now, and her school work would have suffered incredibly...And 
in this case the teachers know that I’m not going to go away, um and they 
need to deal with the issue. 
Louise 
Louise lives with her daughter Charley in suburban Hobart.  At the time of 
our interview Charley was in Year 8 at a large government school.  When she 
contacted me about the study Louise said she had reported bullying to her 
daughter’s school during the previous year and that the school had responded 
‘very positively’.  The situation had been dealt with quickly and Louise was 
confident that Charley had not been the target of any further bullying. 
Louise began her account by describing how the bullying had started 
during Charley’s first few months in secondary school with some ‘fairly low level 
stuff’.  A small group of girls in Charley’s Home Group had started ‘behaving 
badly’ towards Charley and some other girls in the class: ‘You know, exclusion 
and giggling behind your hands and calling names, and you know, just generally 
being mean.’  Louise says that she and Charley talked often about this group of 
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girls and their behaviour, but at first Charley was not particularly bothered by it.  
It seemed to Louise that Charley was coping with the situation by drawing on 
conversations they’d had when she was in primary school about why some 
children bully and different strategies for dealing with it.  Louise sees these 
conversations as a means of protecting her daughter from the isolation she felt 
during her own childhood experiences of being bullied: 
Um, and certainly we talk about things that I would never have talked about 
with my mother.  Um, and part of the thing around bullying is, like I was 
bullied in both primary and high school but you were on your own then.  
Nobody did anything about it.  And I was desperate for her not to have that 
same feeling of being totally on your own and not having any way of coping 
with it. 
Although Louise felt that the support she provided had helped Charley to 
cope with the situation initially, she became more concerned when the behaviour 
seemed to go on for a long period of time and was also gradually escalating.  She 
noticed that Charley had started to ask her not to drop her at school early, so that 
she didn’t have to wait before the doors opened and there was supervision.  
Louise had begun to think that it was ‘about time something was done’ but 
Charley did not want her to report the bullying to the school because she was 
worried that it would make the situation worse.  However, when Charley told her 
that the girls had used Facebook to spread nasty rumours about her and had also 
threatened to ‘punch her in the face’, Louise felt she had to ‘step in’ and decided 
to report the bullying to the school.   
A key concern in Louise’s account relates to how she, as a parent, judged 
the point at which she needed to contact the school.  She suggests that, in making 
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these decisions, parents have to balance the development of resilience in their 
children with the need to protect them from harmful behaviours:  
So you’ve got to make a judgement about – I mean because you can’t rush in 
and fight every battle. There’s a point at which they have to learn to get on 
with people, whatever.  So someone being a bit mean, or whatever, is one 
end of the spectrum, but once, you know – and calling you names and stuff, 
it’s kind of unpleasant, but it’s kind of middling, but once they get to threats 
and spreading false rumours and all the rest of it, then you definitely have to 
step in.   
Louise notes that in deciding if and when to report bullying, parents are 
also influenced by what they think the school’s response is likely to be, and the 
fear that reporting the bullying may worsen the situation.  In her case, Louise says 
that she was ‘fairly confident’ of getting ‘some kind of positive response’ from 
the school.  She tells how this expectation was based on information all parents 
had received early on in the school year which explained that the school had a 
policy of ‘zero tolerance’ for bullying.  As Louise told Charley when they 
discussed whether or not to report the bullying, ‘Well you know the school says it 
doesn’t tolerate this kind of behaviour, so you know, they have to take action.’  
In the first instance, Louise tried to telephone Charley’s Home Room 
teacher, who happened to be away on that day.  She then emailed the Year 
Coordinator who responded the same day detailing how he had spoken that 
morning with the Assistant Principal, with Charley and then the two main 
perpetrators, and would later that day be contacting their parents ‘to arrange 
meetings with them to discuss this disgusting behaviour’.  Further, he said that if 
the girls continued to bully other students they may be forced to move classes.  
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Louise was happy with the swift response she received from the Year Coordinator 
and says that she and Charley felt ‘much relieved’ by what he had done.  The 
bullying directed toward Charley stopped very quickly after that and Louise 
attributes this to the actions taken by the Year Coordinator: 
It stopped after that. There weren’t any um incidents, you know, it stopped 
as a result of what he had done.  Um, so I didn’t, I just thanked him and said 
that I didn’t need to talk to him anymore.  I was, you know, glad he had 
taken action and something was being done.  And that, you know, my 
daughter was feeling a lot happier about the situation, and I was, you know, 
prepared to just carry on.   
Louise did not contact the school about the bullying again, but did have 
the opportunity to follow up with Charley’s Home Room teacher a few weeks 
later at their scheduled parent-teacher interview.  Although he had been absent 
when Louise reported the bullying, Charley’s Home Room teacher was well 
aware of the situation and told Louise how he and other staff were continuing to 
work with the perpetrators of the bullying, ‘trying to make them understand their 
behaviour was unreasonable and so forth’.   
Although Charley was no longer a target of bullying, Louise says there 
were still occasional ‘flare-ups’ of bullying situations in which Charley was 
sometimes involved on the periphery.  However, for Louise, an important 
outcome of the school’s response to her report was that Charley now had 
confidence that the school would act on reports of bullying, and she was prepared 
to report any bullying on her own and other students’ behalf.  Whereas previously 
Charley had worried that reporting it would make things worse, she and her 
friends now felt confident to use the school’s student reporting system if they 
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experienced or witnessed any bullying.  With this knowledge, Louise felt she 
could ‘step back again’ and let the students and the school deal with any further 
incidents: 
I haven’t had to get involved again, because by the time I know it’s 
happened, Charley said, ‘Oh no, we’ve put in a Bullying and Harassment 
form about that already’... They all know, all the students know, that if 
they’re being harassed or bullied in any way, they can report it via this form.  
And obviously they know that action will then be taken.  That they will be 
spoken to about what they said, and the others will be spoken to.  So it’s a 
sort of an alerting mechanism that they feel comfortable using and accessing.  
And um, that the school takes seriously, and actually acts on.  
Sara 
Sara lives with her daughter Grace in a rural area not far from Hobart.  At 
the time of our interview Grace was in Year 6 at an independent school in Hobart.  
Sara was in the final stages of a long and difficult divorce settlement with Grace’s 
father which had left her feeling exhausted and fragile.  During our interview Sara 
described how Grace had been bullied throughout primary school, but that in the 
current school year there had been ‘a complete turnaround’ under the watch of a 
new teacher.  
In Sara’s view, the bullying Grace experienced at school stemmed from 
the ‘overly strict’ way in which she was treated by a particular teacher during 
early primary school.  Sara is highly critical of this teacher’s approach to 
classroom discipline and attributes the bullying that Grace experienced from her 
classmates to the shaming and exclusionary practices modelled by this teacher 
during their early years of school.  Sara describes Grace as a child who is ‘good as 
 128 
 
gold’ and ‘doesn’t cause trouble’.  However, due to some learning difficulties, 
Grace found it hard to focus in a busy classroom and was often distracted, 
laughing at other students who were ‘mucking about’.  Sara says that rather than 
stopping to find out ‘who were the troublemakers’ or why Grace was having 
difficulty concentrating in class, the teacher ‘singled her out’ and often sent her to 
sit on the bench outside the staffroom while the rest of her class went off to play.   
Further, Sara describes how the teacher failed to take account of Grace’s 
learning difficulties or family circumstances when Grace did not complete 
homework on time.  She recalled a number of instances in which the teacher 
denigrated Grace in front of other students, characterising her as ‘a complainer’ 
who was just trying to get out of doing her work.  Sara says that despite her efforts 
to explain Grace’s circumstances, the teacher persisted with her strict approach: 
Well when I kept saying, ‘She’s not naughty. She doesn’t need to be sitting 
on the bench.  You are excluding her from the other kids and you are making 
her feel bad when she has not been bad.’  … She completely didn’t want to 
know about it.  She said that, ‘Your child is making it up.  Your child is just 
being oversensitive. Your child is just a whinger.’ All of this kind of stuff – 
not in those words, but that was the message that we got. 
Sara tells how the children in Grace’s class teased and excluded her 
throughout primary school.  She was often the butt of their jokes and was ‘left out 
of things all over the place’.  In Sara’s view, the children were influenced in this 
by the behaviour they saw modelled by their teacher: 
I personally feel that that teacher developed that culture in that group of kids.  
Because the parents are not mean people, they’re nice people. And the kids 
one on one, they’re nice kids. But I think as a group, that teacher has kind of 
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ah, not encouraged deliberately, but just the way that she singled some kids 
out, it had the other kids put them in that light. 
It so happened that Grace had this same teacher again in Year 5, and Sara 
says if anything their relationship had worsened.  Grace was also becoming more 
and more upset by bullying directed not only towards her, but also to other 
vulnerable students in the class.  Sara decided to go and speak with the Principal 
about the situation.   She says there was ‘a bit of an investigation, but it went 
nowhere’ because the teacher countered Sara’s complaints with her own 
interpretation of events: 
I don’t see that that’s the Principal’s fault.  I see that it’s the teacher doing 
the cover up.  Because the teacher has been defensive, and just kind of 
brushed it all off like, ‘Oh, it’s nothing, the parent is just over-reacting’, or 
whatever. 
Although Sara felt angry that she was being cast as an ‘over-reactive 
parent’, she says that she ‘gave up’ at that point and did not pursue the issue any 
further.  She explains that the circumstances of her life at that time left her with 
very little capacity to advocate with the school on behalf of her daughter: 
We were in survival mode.  And I didn’t have a partner there to kind of talk 
to about things, and I was trying to get us out the door each day.  That was 
an effort enough.  And, you know, I was last in the food chain as far as 
taking care of myself.  And just the whole court thing, it’s been a horrendous 
few years, it’s just been horrid. And so what we needed was a little bit of 
understanding, not more discipline, really.  And um if someone is not 
listening, you just feel helpless.  If your life is in turmoil, you just don’t have 
energy or headspace.   
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Sara felt that there was nothing she could do to change the situation 
beyond trying to bolster her daughter’s self-esteem by engaging her in activities 
outside of school.  She describes how Grace was able to make friends in this way 
with people who didn’t have a pre-conceived view of her:  
Outside things where um nobody knows her, they don’t have a history of 
somebody putting her in a box, i.e. her teacher or other parents or other kids.  
There’s no history, so they just take her as she is and they can see that she is 
worthy and valuable.  I think it’s almost like Chinese whispers that can get a 
child stuck in a box. 
Later that year a relief teacher at the school observed some bullying in the 
class and reported it to the Principal.  Sara felt somewhat vindicated that this 
teacher had confirmed what she had previously said about bullying in the class 
and that she was not ‘just making it up’.  However, the situation did not change 
significantly until the following year with the arrival of a new teacher whom Sara 
credits with a ‘complete turnaround’ in the situation.  When Sara raised the issue 
of bullying with him at a parent-teacher interview she was much relieved by the 
way he ‘took it on’: 
And this new teacher was very astute.  He could see exactly what was going 
on. And when I said something to him, he immediately got on top of it.  And 
he um, yeah basically it was just a complete turnaround.  He addressed 
everything. 
Sara was particularly impressed by the skilful way in which the new 
teacher handled social relationships in the class.  Rather than issuing punishments 
for bullying, he worked ‘behind the scenes in a very wholesome way’ arranging 
roles and responsibilities within the class so that those students who had been 
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bullied were afforded more respect by their peers.  He spoke generally with the 
class about bullying issues, and also arranged some meetings with the parents of 
children who had been either perpetrators or targets of bullying.  Further, he 
facilitated more open communication about bullying at the school, encouraging 
the students to speak with him or the Principal if they felt themselves to be bullied, 
or if they had observed someone else being bullied.  Sara notes that since the 
arrival of this new teacher, the Principal also seemed to be more available and 
actively engaged with helping students with these kinds of problems. 
Along with these changes, Sara noted a major shift in Grace’s attitude 
towards school.  Instead of coming home and ‘thumping down her bag, and then 
being all sulky’ she now arrived with ‘a smile on her face’ and eager to talk about 
her lessons.  For Sara, the difference in approach taken by the two teachers also 
had significant implications for the degree to which she felt she needed to be 
involved at the school.  Whereas previously Sara felt she needed to advocate 
strongly on Grace’s behalf, she now felt that she could simply monitor how Grace 
was and ‘touch-base’ with the teacher, trusting that he would handle any further 
issues if they arose:  
I don’t like to be on the teacher’s case all the time, because I trust that 
they’re, you know, doing the right thing.  And I don’t want to be seen as a, 
you know, pushy parent, who is pushing too much.  I like to stand back and 
just let them do what they say they’re going to do.  
Steve 
Steve lives with his wife and three children in suburban Hobart.  At the 
time of our interview Steve’s middle son, Brendan, was in Year 6 at their local 
Catholic primary school.  Steve described how the year before he had contacted 
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the school about a group of boys who had bullied Brendan as well as a number of 
other children at the school.  Although the bullying directed towards Brendan 
stopped soon after he reported it to the school, Steve was dissatisfied with the way 
the school handled the situation, in particular the lack of feedback from the school 
regarding the outcome of his complaint.  
Steve tells how he and his wife had ‘picked up that things didn’t seem 
quite right’ with Brendan when they noticed a change in his demeanour at home.  
Normally ‘more reserved by nature’ than their other children, Brendan had 
become moody and irate and ‘flew off the handle very quickly’ with his siblings.  
However, he spoke quite openly with his parents about what was upsetting him: a 
group of five boys at school, who also played sport with him outside school, had 
been calling him names and on at least one occasion had also hurt him physically.   
Initially Steve and his wife encouraged Brendan to fight back.  Steve says 
that although Brendan is a ‘quietish sort of person’ he is also ‘prepared to stick up 
for himself’. He described how on the sporting field Brendan doesn’t just stand 
back: ‘He’s got guts.  He’ll go in and have a go ... And this bullying, he was 
fighting back, he wasn’t just taking it.’  However, in this instance, Brendan found 
that fighting back wasn’t stopping the bullying.  Steve and his wife then asked 
Brendan to write down all the things the boys had said and done to him.  Steve 
says it was clear to them that they needed to document the behaviour ‘because we 
knew we would have to do something.  It was not acceptable, what was 
happening’.     
Steve and his wife then met with the Deputy Principal and showed her 
Brendan’s account of the bullying.  She listened to what they had to say and then 
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told them that the school had a policy in place to investigate bullying situations: 
they would conduct a circle exercise in which the entire class would be asked to 
write down if they had experienced or witnessed any bullying.  Steve was glad 
that the school was going to investigate but says that he felt uncomfortable just 
leaving it with them and wanted to know exactly what the school would do to stop 
the bullying: ‘I didn’t want to just leave it be or be like alright, I’d done with it, 
it’s all finished now.’    
During this period Steve also talked with other parents whose children had 
been bullied by this same group of boys.  One of these parents had talked about 
confronting the parents of the boys himself, but Steve thought it best to ‘give the 
school a chance’.  A week went by before he heard back from the Deputy 
Principal who told him that the school had found that there were instances of 
bullying taking place and the perpetrators had been spoken to and told that their 
behaviour was unacceptable.  Steve did not feel that this was sufficient and asked 
if the parents of the boys had been advised of their children’s behaviour.  When 
the Deputy Principal replied that they had not, Steve became angry and told her, 
‘If you can’t stop it, you get rid of these kids.’  Steve says his response was 
‘probably a bit over the top’, but he feels strongly that the school and parents both 
need to be involved to solve the problem:   
And if the parents don’t know about it, I don’t think the school will be 
adequately able to solve the problem, because the problem won’t just exist in 
the school playground. They might be looking after the kids from 9 – 3, but 
certainly in the environment that we’re in, it was in existence elsewhere 
because they all did sport together. Um, and, so I think you’ve got to work 
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together. And I felt that I was let down by the school.  I felt that was what 
they should have done. 
The bullying directed towards Brendan did stop after the boys had been 
spoken to by the school.  However, Steve was concerned that the boys may have 
simply moved on to a new target, as they had done in the past, and the school had 
not actually stopped the bullying.  In another conversation with the Deputy 
Principal, Steve pressed for further information about what the school had done to 
stop the bullying, but was told that due to privacy regulations they could not give 
him any more details.  For Steve, not knowing the details of the school’s process 
and what the outcomes had been was extremely frustrating:  
I mean to hide behind privacy, um, I don’t think that’s appropriate.  I think 
we’ve lodged a complaint and I can tell you we’ve never got satisfaction.  I 
don’t know if it’s been solved or not, from being advised by the school...In a 
lot of other cases if you go to a complaints tribunal, they would investigate it 
and they would report back. And they would report back with an outcome. 
So you know all the way through – you might not know all the way through 
the process but you would get something at the end saying this is what 
happened, and this is the outcome and here’s why. That hasn’t happened. 
Feeling dissatisfied with the lack of information from the school, Steve 
determined to do what he could to prevent the boys from any further bullying.  He 
explains how, through his involvement in a sporting club outside school, he was 
able to arrange for the boys to be put in different teams: ‘So I split them up, even 
though the issue had sort of gone away now.  But I did what I could in my power.’  
At sporting events, Steve also took the opportunity to speak with two of the boys, 
indirectly letting them know that he was aware of the situation and that he was 
watching them carefully.   
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Further, Steve tells how, while watching a match together one day, the 
father of one of the boys asked him if he knew what had been going on with the 
boys at school.  The father had suspected something was amiss, but had not heard 
anything from the school.  Steve then, somewhat reluctantly, told him about his 
son’s involvement in the bullying.   However, when the father went to talk to the 
Deputy Principal about it he was told, ‘No, there’s no issues.  There’s nothing 
going on.  Your son is not involved in anything.’  The father then accused Steve 
of having lied, and after a few terse conversations, refused to have anything 
further to do with Steve.  Steve was hurt and angered by this and says that by 
denying the situation, the school had cost him a friendship.  
Although Steve says that without further information from the school he 
can’t be sure what part he played in stopping the bullying, he feels as though he, 
and not the school, was responsible for solving the problem.  Similarly, he says 
that the school may believe they solved the problem, having no idea of what 
actions he took.  Steve sees the lack of communication and feedback provided by 
the school as indicative of an unwillingness to work in partnership with parents to 
solve bullying situations; a partnership he sees as crucial, given the way in which 
bullying ‘spills over’ from one context to another: 
I felt that we should be working together on this. Whereas the school said 
they wanted to do it all, all themselves. And that’s not how I would have 
liked to have seen it done, um because it’s not just bullying when they are at 
school because they have these after school activities...And it spills over into 
that.  So I would have liked to have jointly, and then jointly is keeping 
everybody informed about everything. 
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Charlotte 
Charlotte lives with her three children in suburban Hobart.  At the time of 
our interview Charlotte’s eldest son, Luca, was in Year 7 at a large government 
high school and her younger children attended their local government primary 
school.  The family had moved to Hobart from a rural area in southern Tasmania a 
few years beforehand when Luca was part way through Year 4 at the local 
government primary school.  During our interview Charlotte told me about her 
experiences of reporting bullying at both primary schools her children had 
attended.  In her account Charlotte draws a stark contrast between her experiences 
at the two schools and the vastly different ways in which staff responded to her 
concerns.   
Charlotte had been planning to move to Hobart at the start of the next 
school year, but decided to ‘speed up the move’ when she became concerned 
about the safety of her children at the local school.  Charlotte described how at 
that time the school had a ‘high level of violence and aggression generally’ and 
Luca was experiencing ‘random acts of violence’ on a daily basis:  
It was that thing of every lunch time someone would come up and smash his 
lunch box out of his hands, or um walk all over his bag, or just walk up and 
punch him in the stomach.  That kind of thing, like just randomly.  Not 
saying anything, just walking up and punching him in the stomach and 
walking away. 
For a while Charlotte did not know what was happening to Luca at school 
or why he was becoming upset and having angry outbursts at home.  She had not 
had any communication from the school about Luca’s involvement in any of these 
incidents and at the time Luca was ‘not very talkative’ and would not tell her what 
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the matter was.  Finally, he broke down and told her, ‘I’m just sick of people 
hurting me.’  Charlotte says Luca felt ‘swamped’ by the culture of aggression in 
the school and powerless to do anything about it.  Although she talked with him 
about reporting the behaviour to teachers, Luca countered that it was futile to do 
so because the teachers either ‘don’t listen’ or told him not to ‘make a big deal out 
of it’.  Charlotte was concerned that there seemed to be ‘no consequences’ and ‘no 
process that the teachers would take’ to deal with these physical attacks.  She was 
particularly disturbed that the school had not contacted her about any of these 
incidents.  From Charlotte’s perspective, this lack of communication made her job 
as a parent much more difficult as she struggled to understand Luca’s mood 
changes at home.  
These concerns came to a head when Charlotte and other parents heard via 
their children that there had been a ‘lock-down’ at the school with police called in 
after a student had become violent in the classroom.  Charlotte describes how a 
group of parents met at the local café and were ‘fuming’ with anger about the 
ongoing violence in the school and the lack of communication from the school 
about this and other incidents.  Several parents had removed their children from 
the school and a number were considering lodging complaints with the 
Department of Education.  
Charlotte met with the Principal to express her concerns and to make some 
suggestions about ‘keeping parents in the loop’.  In her account of this meeting, 
Charlotte positions herself not as an ‘angry parent’ but as someone who sought to 
work in partnership with the school, bringing suggestions as to how improved 
communication with parents might help the school to deal with the problem:   
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You know, because I feel sometimes like kids like to think that their parents 
don’t always know what’s going on at the school. And so it works both ways, 
whether they are the victim or the bully, there is that sense of 
anonymity...And if the school doesn’t have a good um, history of 
communicating with the parents, it just can, I don’t know, it can just breed. 
However, Charlotte was dismayed when the Principal rejected her 
suggestions, saying that it was not possible or desirable for the school to 
communicate with parents ‘about every little incident’.  Charlotte was disturbed 
by what she saw as a lack of accountability in the Principal’s response and came 
away from the meeting feeling as though she had been ‘dismissed’ as ‘just another 
angry parent getting in the way of them doing their job’.  In Charlotte’s view the 
meeting had been a ‘waste of time’ and she wondered, ‘If an issue comes up again, 
what point is there going in to speak about it again?’  Feeling that she had 
‘exhausted all possibilities for working with the school’, Charlotte decided that 
rather than waiting until the end of the school year, she would move to Hobart and 
start the children at a new school as soon as possible. 
Luca and his younger brother were immediately delighted with their new 
school, their first comments about it being that it was ‘amazing’ because the ‘kids 
don’t hit you’.  Charlotte was also generally pleased with the children’s new 
school and forged good relationships with the majority of her children’s teachers.  
She goes on to describe how, almost two years after the move, she approached 
Luca’s Year 6 teacher about some teasing Luca had been experiencing due to his  
long hair and ‘slightly androgynous’ appearance.  She explains that from the time 
Luca began at his new school children commented on his hair and told him that he 
‘looked like a girl’.  At first Luca ‘didn’t take it too personally’ but ‘over a year or 
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two, it just wore him down’.   In Year 6 he asked Charlotte to cut his hair off 
because he was ‘so sick of being teased’.  Charlotte decided to go and speak with 
Luca’s teacher about the teasing.  Given her experiences at Luca’s previous 
school, Charlotte was unsure how her concerns would be received, particularly as 
this behaviour seemed relatively minor in comparison to the physical attacks she 
had reported at the previous school.   
At the same time, Charlotte was aware that another student in the class 
was being teased about being overweight.  For Charlotte, the issue of concern was 
how students respond to difference, whether that difference be cultural, body type 
or, as in Luca’s case, differences in gender appearance.  Charlotte asked Luca’s 
teacher what the school had in place for dealing with difference, beyond 
discussions of multiculturalism, and suggested that some broader discussion about 
the concept of difference should be included in the curriculum.  Charlotte was 
impressed and relieved by the response she received from Luca’s teacher who she 
says ‘immediately warmed’ to these ideas.  He thanked her for raising the issue 
with him and told her it was ‘perfect timing’ because there was something coming 
up in the curriculum where he could work in some discussion of these issues.  
Charlotte was pleased with the outcome of the meeting and credits Luca’s teacher, 
and the curriculum-based approach he took, with stopping the teasing: 
Things just changed instantly.  He stopped being hassled for his hair. And 
[Luca’s teacher] he did it in such a way that it wasn’t coming in and telling 
the students off.  It was just bringing it into their curriculum, the programs 
that they already had in, and just taking into account that these little issues 
were coming up. And he thought that was really great. And was like, ‘Oh 
thanks so much for the feedback.’  
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For Charlotte, a major difference between her experiences of reporting 
bullying at the two schools was the acknowledgement she received from Luca’s 
Year 6 teacher for the part she played in raising the issue.  In contrast to the 
feelings of futility and dejection Charlotte described after her meeting with the 
Principal at Luca’s previous school, she felt buoyed by the tenor of this meeting 
and the role Luca’s teacher afforded her as a respected partner in dealing with the 
issue at hand: 
So it was that sense of, I felt really good about having come in.  I didn’t feel 
like I was being just a nagging parent making his job harder.  I felt like it 
was um, you know, that there was a partnership there, and I’m really grateful 
for that feedback. 
Further, Charlotte reflects that her experience of working collaboratively with 
Luca’s teacher on this particular issue has had a positive influence on her ongoing 
relations with staff at the school:  
So now I kind of go well if an issue comes up again, I feel really confident to 
come and talk about it, even if it isn’t a bullying incident.  Even if one of my 
kids is worrying about, you know, doesn’t seem happy, you know: ‘What’s 
happening, got any thoughts?’  I feel like there is more of a sense of 
collaboration with the teachers and the Principal, so yeah, it’s good. 
Donna 
Donna lives in a rural area in southern Tasmania with her husband and two 
sons.  At the time of our interview Donna’s youngest son, Ben, was in Year 5 at a 
government primary school.  Although the interview focussed mainly on Donna’s 
experiences in relation to Ben, she also spoke about her earlier experiences of 
reporting bullying when her elder son was in primary school.  Donna reflected on 
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her long association with Ben’s school, the relationships she has forged with staff 
at the school, and the changes she has observed in an increasingly time-pressured 
and regulated school environment.  
Donna and her family moved to Tasmania from interstate a few years 
before Ben was born.  Her elder son had initially attended a small government 
primary school in their local area but moved to another school after experiencing 
two years of bullying.  Donna describes how her son was often ‘marked out’ by 
children at the school for verbal and physical attacks, and by Year 2 he was 
having trouble eating and sleeping.  She attributes this bullying to the ‘very local, 
very old’ culture that existed at the school at that time which was hostile towards 
people such as themselves who ‘come swanning in from the mainland’ with 
‘Greenie values’.  
Donna’s says that her attempts to talk with her son’s teachers about the 
bullying ‘did not work’ and the Principal was openly hostile towards her when she 
decided to withdraw her son from the school.  Donna and her husband decided to 
send their son to a larger government school which was further away from home 
but had a more diverse student body where they felt he might be able to ‘fit in’ 
more easily.  It was a strategy which worked well and several years later when it 
was time for Ben to start school there was no question that he too should bypass 
the local school and travel to the larger primary school.  
Over the past decade Donna has been very involved in the school, helping 
in the classroom and as a member of various committees.  She tells how, through 
this activity, she has forged close relationships with teaching and administrative 
staff and also developed an understanding of ‘how the school operates’ and ‘who 
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is in charge’.  Donna sees this familiarity with the school and its workings as 
giving her an advantage when it comes to communicating with staff about any 
issues involving Ben: 
I think tenure at the place has given me the ability to wander in and out as I 
please.  Not wander in and out and say ‘let’s put the kettle on’ or anything 
like that, but I do think that I understand the way the school operates. So you 
know that after school you can catch somebody for five minutes or 
whatever...I have a good relationship with the Assistant Principal...I’ll see 
her in the playground and I can shoot off a sentence to her and she knows 
what I’m talking about.  I don’t think a lot of people have that advantage. 
For Donna, having a good relationship with her children’s teachers has 
been integral to her approach to dealing with instances of bullying.  She describes 
how, in the past, she has actively sought information from teachers in order to 
‘open up a dialogue’ about bullying situations.  Donna sees the teachers as 
important allies in helping her children to understand ‘the other side’ of bullying 
situations and why other people behave as they do: 
Because I don’t think it’s just about the kid that’s being bullied.  I think 
there’s a learning experience for my child from that.  Always, it’s a learning 
opportunity.  I want them to consider that there’s factors why that person 
does that. 
However, Donna has found that the success of this strategy is highly 
dependent on the skills and personal qualities of individual teachers.  For example, 
she describes how Ben’s Year 3 teacher, who was very experienced, was able to 
help him work through a situation in which he was being physically bullied by 
another child in the class: 
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So we could talk to the teacher.  She talked to us about the other child and 
we came together with our son and talked to him about where he could go 
with this and what was happening in that other child’s life that might make 
him do that, and how to understand.  So the teacher was very, very 
progressive. Very old school, but very understanding of that child, my child, 
them coming together and working it out. So that was very helpful. 
By contrast, Donna was disappointed with the lack of follow-up she 
received when she reported instances of relational bullying to Ben’s Year 4 
teacher who was new to the school, and in Donna’s view, far less skilful than his 
previous teacher.  Donna tells how, in talking with Ben, she recently discovered 
just how distressed he was by the relational bullying he experienced during that 
year and how little he trusted the teacher to help him in that situation.  Donna 
observes that in recent years a number of older teachers at the school have retired, 
and new teaching staff often lack skills in classroom management and discipline.  
She attributes the lack of follow-up to her more recent reports of bullying to a lack 
of skills on the part of these less experienced teachers, but also to increasing 
demands on teachers’ time in general: 
I think now it’s everyone’s time poor.  It’s like catching up on what you 
need to do, it’s like, ‘Yeah, I know your son, no I will follow that up.’  And 
then something else comes up or happens…So some of the practices behind 
the way that they operate seem to be a bit lacking.  It’s big and there’s so 
much to do.  I think things get lost in the ether. 
Donna notes that as a result of the lack of follow-up to her recent reports 
of bullying, Ben now feels that there is no-one at the school he can go to if he 
feels he is being bullied.  Without the kind of support she received from Ben’s 
Year 3 teacher, Donna has also begun to question her own approach to bullying 
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situations, and wonders if she now needs to take a more ‘forceful’ approach with 
the school in advocating for her son:   
The only thing that concerns me is that I hope I’m doing the right thing by 
talking to Ben about the other side of things.  And helping him understand 
that there is not just his point of view, and I just don’t go up pointing my 
finger and going, ‘Listen here, this is what’s happening with my son, what 
the bleep are you going to do about this?’  There’s more to it than that. 
K.H: So why do you wonder if that’s the right thing? 
If I’m not, am I being forceful enough?  Because there’s other people that, 
do go in and rant and rave.  I’m not like that.  
Marie 
Marie lives with her two children in suburban Hobart.  When we met, 
Marie’s eldest son, Sam, was in Year 5 at a large Catholic school which he had 
attended since kindergarten and her younger child was in Year 2 at the same 
school.  Four weeks before our interview Marie had met with staff at the school to 
discuss some bullying of Sam which she had reported via the school’s formal 
reporting system.  Marie was disappointed that she had not yet received any 
feedback from the school about what action had been taken as a result of that 
meeting.  Although anti-bullying materials and activities are prominent at the 
school, Marie felt that there was a discrepancy between the ‘glossy’ posters and 
leaflets which urge parents to report bullying and the ineffective response she 
received from the school when she did so. 
Marie described how Sam had been bullied at school for the past few years 
by a particular boy in his class who regularly made ‘derogatory comments’ and 
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‘belittled’ him in front of other children.  Some of the comments concerned Sam’s 
sporting ability while others focussed on his difficulties with reading.  Marie 
explained that at the end of Year 3 Sam had been assessed as dyslexic and was 
struggling to keep up in class.  Although there had been ‘no major incident, just 
little bits along the way’, Marie observed that the cumulative effect of these jibes 
was such that Sam had become very self-conscious about the gap between himself 
and his classmates in terms of his learning. 
For a time, Marie wondered if Sam was being over-sensitive: ‘Because for 
a while you sort of think oh, you know, is your child just being a bit, you know, 
soft?  And do you need to teach them how to sort of toughen up a bit.’  Further, 
Marie observed that it was to be expected that children would have conflicts and 
the school would not want to ‘get involved in every bickering between children’.  
Rather than reporting the situation to the school, Marie attempted to counsel Sam 
herself, telling him that ‘there will always be people in life that you’ll come across 
and you’ve just got to sort of learn to ignore them and stay away from them’.    
However, Sam began to refer to the boy as ‘my bully’ and Marie worried 
that the situation was exacerbating the lack of confidence he felt due to his 
learning difficulties.  She did not think that the boy was necessarily a ‘nasty child’ 
but rather, someone who ‘talks before he thinks’.  Marie raised the issue 
informally with Sam’s class teacher, hoping that the teacher might talk to the boy 
about the impact his behaviour was having on Sam.  However, Marie says that 
‘nothing happened’ as a result of this and the situation ‘just sort of kept 
progressing’.   
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When Sam came home from camp complaining that he had been placed in 
the same cabin as this boy, who then harassed him throughout the camp, Marie 
suspected that his teacher had not understood the problem.  She raised the matter 
again and this time the teacher suggested that Sam should see the school 
counsellor to help him ‘learn to deal with the way people respond to him, and the 
way he responds to what people say to him’.  Marie agreed to this, conceding that 
Sam is ‘quite a sensitive boy’.  However, at the same time she was uneasy that 
rather than attempting to curb the behaviour of the boy who was doing the 
bullying, the teacher seemed to be focussing on Sam and his ‘inability to cope 
with the situation’.  As it happened, the counselling sessions did not eventuate 
because the counsellor did not have any time available.  
Marie decided that she needed to take further action when she found a 
poem Sam had written about being bullied.  She found the poem when she was 
cleaning out Sam’s school bag and tells how distressing it was to read his 
description of what it was like to be bullied by this boy at school every day: ‘And 
when I read it, I just, you know, had tears in my eyes.’  When Marie asked Sam 
about the poem he told her that it was a class exercise.  The children had been 
asked to pretend that they were a person who was being bullied, or the person who 
was doing the bullying, or someone who had witnessed bullying, and then write a 
poem from that person’s perspective.  Marie says that the children often engage in 
this kind of activity as part of the school’s anti-bullying program: ‘They talk a lot 
about bullying at the school and they do projects.’  When she asked him about the 
poem, Sam told Marie that during that lesson he had told his teacher that he didn’t 
need to pretend to know what it was like to be bullied, because he ‘lived it every 
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day’.  Marie was disturbed that the teacher had not talked further with Sam about 
how he was feeling or contacted her to discuss the matter. 
I felt that I shouldn’t have found this in his bag, and um, that perhaps if this 
was how he was feeling maybe the teacher might have taken the opportunity 
to talk to him about it.  Or, you know, something like that.  
At around the same time Marie heard more about the bullying from other 
children in the class, one of whom told her that he ‘felt sorry for Sam’ because of 
what this particular boy was doing to him.  It was at that point that Marie decided 
she needed to make a written complaint to the school to put things on a more 
formal footing than her previous verbal reports.  She did this through a dedicated 
school email address which she had seen advertised on posters at school.  Marie 
describes how the school gives prominence to its anti-bullying activities, with 
‘lots of posters around the school’ and ‘a very glossy leaflet on their anti-bullying 
policy’ which is ‘proudly displayed’ in the school office.  She tells how, through 
these materials, students and parents are urged to report incidents of bullying to 
the school: ‘It’s all about reporting.  There’s lots of encouragement to report.’   
Marie received a very prompt reply to her email from the school’s pastoral 
care teacher who asked her to bring Sam to a meeting with herself and Sam’s 
class teacher the next day.  In Marie’s view, the meeting was very badly handled 
and did little to reassure her or Sam that the school would prevent any further 
bullying.  She describes how the meeting was a rushed affair, held in the 
classroom just before school, with children peering in through the windows as 
they waited to enter the classroom.  For Sam, this was a highly embarrassing 
experience and he froze when the teachers pressed him for details of specific 
instances of the bullying.  Marie was taken aback when Sam’s class teacher 
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queried why she had chosen to use the reporting system rather than talk with her 
directly.  She felt that even though the school had a specific system for reporting 
incidents of bullying, she was being asked to justify herself for using it.   
In addition, Marie was frustrated by the tack the teachers took during the 
meeting, which again focussed on how Sam was responding to the bullying rather 
than what might be done to prevent it.  Sam’s teacher asked him if he had done 
what they had discussed in their bullying program in class about telling someone 
to ‘stop’ if you don’t like what they are doing.  Marie felt that this suggestion 
showed very little understanding of the power relations within bullying situations 
and was unlikely to be effective: 
So um, I felt that the tactic they’d obviously gone through and taught the 
children was no, not at all useful for that.  You know, I don’t think um it did 
anything to empower the children that were being bullied to be able to stop 
that...You know, you’re not going to highlight the fact that you feel bullied 
by somebody in front of, you know.  And he said, he did say to his teacher 
that um, ‘I have said that once’.  And they said, ‘Well, what did he say?’ 
And he said, ‘He puffed out his chest and said, “Make me!”’   
Marie tried to explain to the teachers that their advice to Sam was 
unrealistic and would not help him stop the boy’s behaviour.  She told them that 
the situation was ‘real’ and what Sam needed was ‘not to go and see the school 
counsellor, but to have the situation addressed’.  At the conclusion of the meeting 
the pastoral care teacher promised that she would ‘talk to the boy and make him 
realise what he was doing, and how he was making Sam feel’.    
However, four weeks had passed since the meeting and neither Marie nor 
Sam had heard anything from the school about whether or not the boy had been 
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spoken to.  For Marie this was particularly disappointing because there had been 
no reassurance for Sam that the bullying would stop, or that it had been ‘worth it’ 
for him to be ‘dragged in’ for a meeting and embarrassed in front of his class.  
Indeed, given that the boy had continued to tease and play pranks on him, it 
seemed to Sam that it had not been worth it.  Marie felt let down by the school 
and the lack of follow-up she received following the meeting.  She wondered 
about the value of reporting system that left things so unresolved: ‘It’s OK to 
report the bullying ... but it’s what happens to it.  Once you do your bit, what 
happens then?’  Marie determined that if she did not hear back from the school 
soon she would contact them again and this time would ‘document everything’ to 
try and get some resolution for Sam.  However, she said that she could understand 
why, out of frustration, parents sometimes took matters into their own hands: 
You get to the point where you think, ‘Oh, they are not actually doing 
anything or not recognising it’ so you feel like you want to do it 
yourself....Sometimes I think gosh if I saw him in the car park by himself, 
I’d just want to go and you know, say, ‘Touch him again and I’m going to do 
you in, sort of thing.’  And you know, I don’t think that’s a good feeling for 
parents to have.  
Kate 
Kate lives with her husband and four children in Hobart.  When she 
contacted me about the study Kate explained that she was currently home-
schooling her children and that the impetus to do so had been a term of bullying 
her son Finn, who was now 11, had experienced when he was in Year 1.  At that 
time, the family had just moved interstate where they decided to send the children 
to a small independent school.  In her account, Kate describes how in the ten 
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weeks during which the children attended the school Finn was subjected to 
repeated instances of verbal and physical abuse by his classmates and the school 
had displayed an ‘appalling lack of pastoral care’ in response to her reports of 
these incidents.  Despite numerous meetings with Finn’s teacher to discuss the 
situation, Kate received no assurance that the school would act to protect Finn 
from further bullying.  After one term, Kate withdraw all her children from the 
school and began home-schooling them.  The family has since relocated to Hobart, 
where Kate continues to home-school her children.  She tells how, four years after 
they left the school, the emotional trauma the family suffered during that time 
continues to negatively affect how Finn relates to other children, and has also 
contributed to her own heightened sense of vigilance as a parent.  
Kate began her account by describing the intense grief she felt on leaving 
a community where she had enjoyed close friendships with other parents and 
moving to an area where she did not know anyone.  Try as she might, she could 
not seem to forge new friendships at her children’s school or in the broader 
community.  Kate and her husband had decided to send their children to a small 
independent school in the hopes that it would replicate the strong sense of 
community they had valued at their children’s former school.  However, from the 
very first, Kate felt unwelcome at the school.  She describes a number of social 
occasions where no other parents spoke to her or tried to include her in any way.  
She was dismayed to discover that the teachers did not allow her to enter the 
classrooms, even to help settle her children on their first day.  She recalls how she 
watched anxiously from a distance as her children lined up waiting to go into their 
respective classrooms.  She was alarmed when a small boy came up and ‘body 
slammed Finn into the wall’ and the teacher did nothing in response: ‘She didn’t 
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miss a beat ... she just filed them into the classroom and that was the last I saw of 
him.’   
Kate tells how this same boy, who was Finn’s desk partner, proceeded to 
‘kick, pinch, bite and spit on’ Finn.  When he came home Finn was scratched, 
bruised and very distressed.  Nothing of this was mentioned to Kate by Finn’s 
teacher.  When Kate raised it with her, the teacher explained that the boy did have 
a history of being aggressive and she had sat him next to Finn because his former 
desk partner ‘really needed a break’.  Kate recalls the anger she felt when the 
teacher gave her a ‘rundown of [the child’s] sad life story in the hope of 
engendering sympathy’ for him:  
When she made the plea for the sympathy, she detailed how violent and 
vicious he had been in the kindergarten and how his parents had been 
hopeless.  And I was forced to sit there and listen to the story of his terrible 
life and his terrible parents, which I really didn’t care about in all honesty: 
‘He’s beaten the crap out of my kid, I didn’t want to, don’t try and evoke 
sympathy from me, you know, keep my kid away from him.’ 
In all the time that Finn was at the school he remained seated next to this 
boy who continued to act aggressively towards him.  Further, Kate describes how 
soon after he had begun at the school Finn was physically attacked by a group of 
boys in the playground in a ‘real Lord of the Flies’ situation.  Kate was appalled 
that the teachers on duty had failed to notice this taking place.  When she reported 
the incident to the school she was told that the playground was ‘grossly 
understaffed’ and that it was sometimes difficult for teachers to see what was 
going on.  Kate says that following her report of this incident the school made no 
attempt to ‘sit the boys down and talk to them about how to behave in an inclusive 
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and kind way’.  The only action the school took, that she was aware of, was to tell 
the children that they could no longer play in certain areas of the playground 
because ‘Finn’s mother had complained’.   
Kate describes how, from this point on, even children who may have been 
inclined to befriend Finn now felt pressured not to.  One child said within her 
hearing: ‘Finn I really like you, but I can’t play with you at school.  I have to hate 
you like everyone else.’  From there the behaviour ‘extended up’ through the 
other classes and Finn was regularly taunted by older children at the school.  Kate 
says that it got to the point where she could not put Finn on the school bus or take 
him to places like the local swimming pool for fear of him being verbally abused.  
In hindsight, Kate wonders why she didn’t withdraw the children from the 
school after these first few weeks, but at the time she told herself, ‘You can’t 
judge a school on two weeks. Surely at some point it’s going to get better.’  
Throughout this period Kate spoke frequently with Finn’s teacher about the 
bullying but came to realise that the teacher did not know what to do to address 
the problem.  She describes her disbelief when the teacher gave her a list of phone 
numbers for other parents in the class and suggested she call them to arrange ‘play 
dates’ for Finn in the hopes that this would help him to ‘settle in’ better:    
So instead of talking to the school community, her idea was to give the new 
parent the phone numbers of the other parents and ask me to break into their 
community and cold call them, and ask them if their son’s would play with 
my son. 
Although Kate was very reluctant to contact other parents for ‘play dates’ 
she did approach parents of other children in the class to ask for their help with 
Finn’s situation at school.  She describes how she asked the mother of the 
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‘ringleader’ of the incident in the playground to try and persuade her son to use 
his influence to get the other boys to be more accepting of Finn.  Kate says that 
she tried her best to ‘phrase it nicely’ but was met with suspicion and 
defensiveness and the conversation quickly deteriorated to one of accusation and 
counter-accusation.   Kate came away from this interaction feeling extremely 
angry and frustrated that despite all her efforts to talk with teachers and parents at 
the school she was unable to protect Finn from further bullying:   
I couldn’t as a parent from the outside. I was very helpless seeing, you know: 
‘I’ve chosen to put my child into that pool.  Oh look, that pool is full of 
sharks.  And there’s a fence here that I can’t go in.’ 
She resolved then to remove her children from the school and ‘plunge into 
home-schooling’.  At the end of the term she wrote a letter to the school citing the 
bullying that Finn had been subjected to and the school’s failure to respond 
appropriately as the reasons she was removing the children from the school.  Kate 
did not receive any response to this letter until six months later when the letter 
was returned to her with a scribbled note at the bottom asking her to contact the 
school urgently to ‘discuss her issues’.  Kate responded with a note stating that 
she was ‘no longer interested in resolving the school’s problems’ and did not wish 
to have any further contact with the school.   
When I met with Kate she had been home-schooling the children for 
almost four years.   Although she says Finn is ‘thriving’ with this form of 
education, she still sees the damage the bullying he experienced at such a young 
age has done to his confidence with other children.  She says that he is ‘very leery 
in any big social situation’ and he is adamant that he will ‘never set foot in 
another school again’.  Kate also sees that as a result of her experiences she is 
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‘very quick off the mark’ in relation to any social difficulties Finn has, and has to 
constantly check her responses to see if she is being ‘hyper vigilant’.  
Throughout her account Kate expressed a great deal of anger towards the 
teachers, students and parents in the school community, anger she says she will 
carry with her ‘forever’.  At the same time she says that she feels guilty for her 
own failure to protect her child: 
And I’m just kind of like, he’s going to need therapy when he is an adult and 
I am going to pay for it because I feel so guilty for my um failure of 
discernment.  I didn’t see the pitfalls before I sent him there.  I didn’t pull 
him out after the first week.  I made my little 6 then 7 year old son endure 
that kind of violence for ten weeks, which is a long time when you are a little 
child.  And I will go to my grave feeling guilty about that.  And so much 
rage.  So angry at that school for accepting it, you know? 
Amanda 
Amanda lives with her daughter Freya in suburban Hobart.  At the time of 
our interview, Freya was in Year 6 at a small government primary school.  
Amanda had separated from Freya’s father when Freya was very young, and she 
and Freya had moved around a lot during Freya’s early years of school.  Amanda 
described how, as a result of these experiences, she and Freya had become ‘very 
strongly bonded’ and at times it was difficult to maintain her role as ‘the grown up’ 
in the relationship.  During our interview Amanda reflected on how difficult this 
made it to know how to respond as a parent when Freya was bullied at school.  
She describes her extreme frustration when, after struggling to convince Freya 
that they needed to report the bullying, she received no effective response from 
the school when she did so.  After a disappointing meeting with the Principal, 
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Amanda took action herself by directly confronting a group of students who had 
been bullying Freya.  Things improved slightly after this but the situation did not 
fully resolve until a new Principal, who took an active stance against bullying, 
came to the school.  
Amanda began her account by explaining how the bullying her daughter 
had experienced at school over the past few years was part of a pattern whereby 
she would form friendships with small groups of girls and then find herself 
excluded and ridiculed.  Amanda wondered if spending so much time in adult 
company had made it difficult for Freya to adjust to socialising with children at 
school.  However, as Freya told her stories of how she was treated by her 
classmates, Amanda became convinced that the problem was not so much with 
Freya but with the types of behaviour amongst students that her teachers were 
prepared to accept.  By way of example she described how, on one occasion, a 
child had pulled a chair out from underneath Freya, and the teacher responded by 
telling both girls to ‘stop bugging each other’ and get back on with their work.  
Amanda saw this as a betrayal of trust on the part of the teacher which put Freya 
in a very vulnerable position such that that her classmates saw that they could 
humiliate her in front of teachers ‘and get away with it’.  As a teacher herself, 
Amanda found it difficult to understand how staff could witness this kind of 
behaviour without censuring it.  She said that in her own classes her approach 
would be to draw attention to the unacceptability of the behaviour: 
Not by humiliating them but by uncovering their behaviour in public.  So if 
they’re going to do, pull out a chair in public from someone, then we can 
discuss that they pulled that chair out in front of the whole class.  Because 
they were obviously feeling brave enough to do it so they can explain why 
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that’s OK. And that’s me not putting up with it in my class.  Yeah, like I’m 
not providing a safe haven for this terrible behaviour.  I will not have it 
around me.   
Although Amanda had some clear ideas about how she would handle the 
situation as a teacher, as a parent she found it much harder to know what to do.  
Initially she advised Freya to tell the teachers what was happening, but Freya soon 
stopped doing this because she found that it caused the girls to ‘get her back 
worse secretly or exclude her more’.  When Amanda spoke with Freya’s Year 4 
teacher she felt that the teacher, although sympathetic, was at a loss as to what to 
do: ‘She actually didn’t know what to do with this group of sort of pre-teen, scary 
kind of, a lot of extreme and intense girls with extreme intense feelings.’ 
The situation continued to escalate and Amanda became increasingly 
concerned about her daughter’s ‘mental and emotional wellbeing’.  Freya would 
often come home from school crying and Amanda missed days of work when 
Frey feigned illness to avoid school.  Amanda and Freya had many ‘harrowing’ 
conversations during this period in which Freya would tell her mother about the 
same things happening over and over, but was unwilling to go to a teacher again.  
Amanda saw the situation as ‘a kind of mini-illness’ that was damaging her 
relationship with Freya as they argued about what the next step should be: 
She would come home, she would be crying, she wouldn’t want to go to 
school.  I would say, ‘Well I’m going to have to go in and talk to the 
Principal’, and for some reason this became almost like a threat and my 
daughter would go, ‘No, don’t!’  And I tried to talk it through with her and 
say, ‘It’s not a punishment for you, like I really need to do something. I’m 
your Mum, and it’s breaking my heart hearing all this.’ 
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Finally, Amanda made an appointment for Freya and herself to go and see 
the Principal.  Amanda told the Principal that due to the bullying she was 
considering withdrawing Freya from the school.  She was extremely disappointed 
with the Principal’s response to this, which she describes as ‘almost like a victim 
blaming thing’.  The Principal told her that she and Freya were both ‘valued 
members of the school community’ and that she would ‘hate to see them go’, but 
gave no undertaking as to what the school would do to address the bullying.  
Instead, she put Freya ‘back on the spot’ and asked her what she thought would 
solve the problem.  Amanda felt that the Principal was casting Freya as the source 
of the problem and ‘really did not want to know’ about the bullying.  The meeting 
was over within fifteen minutes and Amanda was furious that the Principal had 
given them ‘absolutely nothing’ to help Freya.  As she walked Freya to class she 
gave her a hug and told her that they just needed to ‘get through the day’ and then 
they could look at some other schools and talk about what to do from there. 
When Freya put her bag in her locker she found a note and, after reading it, 
ran out of the classroom in tears.  Amanda went after her and discovered that the 
note was an ‘un-invitation’ to a birthday party.  In that moment, Amanda felt all 
the frustration of the past few months welling up and she rounded on a group of 
girls who she knew to be the main perpetrators of the bullying.  Amanda was 
enraged but says that her training as a teacher helped her to keep all her words 
‘appropriate’ as she detailed all of the unkind things the girls had said and done to 
Freya.  She says that most of the girls were ‘quite sweet in a way’ and quickly 
‘owned up’ to having treated Freya badly.  However, one girl remained ‘cocky 
and defiant’ and ‘wasn’t softening at all’.  Amanda describes the ensuing 
confrontation with this girl as a ‘real human to human battle’ and says that she 
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realised that if she didn’t make this girl ‘submit’ then she was giving her ‘the 
biggest advantage to decimate Freya’ afterwards.  So she kept on, saying all the 
things the girl had done until she ‘wore her down’ and the girl ‘ended up sniffling 
a few tears out’.   
Amanda she describes the sense of release she felt after this confrontation: 
‘It felt great! It felt like I’d surfed a wave.  Honestly, I let this, this rage, this adult 
rage I had had in me, just swarming in me for months, I let every single bit of it 
out.’  More than this, she felt that she had finally been able to do something to 
protect her child and this, to a degree, alleviated her guilt about not having taken 
action beforehand: 
I was just as guilty as some of the other people, because I wasn’t, I wasn’t 
doing anything.  This poor girl was coming home telling her one person that 
is supposed to make her safe, me and I didn’t.  There was a while I didn’t 
protect her.  And that makes me feel very, very emotional.  But I did, thank 
God, sort of redeem myself so that I don’t feel so terrible. 
Although Amanda has some reservations about her actions on that day, and says 
that it wasn’t her ‘finest hour’, she is convinced that confronting the girls directly, 
and making them accountable for their actions, did change things at school for 
Freya. 
By the time of our interview in the middle of the next school year the 
bullying had stopped and Freya was now ‘quite happy to go to school’ and would 
tell her mother ‘funny little stories’ after school in a way she never would have in 
the previous year.  Beyond her own actions, Amanda sees two main factors which 
contributed to this ‘massive change’.  Firstly, the main perpetrator of the bullying 
had moved on to a different school and this allowed Freya to make some better 
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social connections with girls in her class.  Secondly, a new Principal had come to 
the school whose lack of tolerance towards bullying had changed the atmosphere 
of the whole school, confirming for Amanda’s that, ‘90% of the time, adults just 
need to not accept it’: 
I had this very interesting conversation with Freya about a month ago, or 
maybe more, but she said, ‘There’s not as much bullying now’.  And I 
realised at that moment, I looked at her and I realised we hadn’t been under 
the same stress about bullying for ages, for a long time...And she said, ‘The 
new Principal, he hates bullying.’  And I thought, ‘Wow, ever since this new 
Principal came there’s been hardly any bullying at the school.’  And it seems 
to me just that this man, this new Principal hates bullying, wants to talk 
about it, doesn’t want it in the school, will not have it in the school.  That’s 
what she kept saying, ‘It’s just not allowed.  It’s just not OK, with him.’ 
Jackie 
Jackie lives with her husband and two children in suburban Hobart.  She 
also has an older son who is no longer at school and lives away from home.  At 
the time of our interview, Jackie’s daughter Hailey, was in Year 7 at a large 
government school and her younger son, Matt, was in Year 5 at their local 
government primary school.  The family had moved from interstate to a rural area 
in southern Tasmania a few years beforehand, but had relocated to Hobart after 
just seven months.  During our interview Jackie reflected on how in her years as a 
parent she had accumulated a great deal of experience with different schools and 
how they respond to bullying.  She contrasts the largely positive experiences she 
had in relation to this when her elder son was at school interstate with the 
‘nightmare’ she experienced at the small rural school Hayley and Matt had 
attended when the family first moved to Tasmania.  She describes how her 
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attempts to report incidents of bullying to the school were met with a lack of 
concern which she found profoundly shocking, and which prompted the family’s 
decision to move out of the area.  Although the children have also encountered 
some instances of bullying at their new school, Jackie has been much happier with 
the response she has received from staff whenever she has contacted them about 
these issues. 
Jackie began her account by recalling her elder son’s experiences at school 
when the family lived interstate.  In primary school he had encountered ‘more 
exclusion than actual bullying’ and Jackie was impressed by the skilful way in 
which the Principal had dealt with the issue.  She explained how he supported 
vulnerable students by forming strong personal connections with them and was 
always ‘open to new ideas’ and ways of dealing with bullying.  Equally, when her 
son was in secondary school, she was impressed by the strong stance staff took in 
relation to bullying and describes their approach as being ‘right onto it’.  At one 
point her son was placed on detention for some behaviour which Jackie did not 
think was intended to be hurtful, but she nonetheless was happy that the school 
had ‘such strict disciplinary procedures’.   
By contrast, Jackie has been greatly disappointed by the responses she has 
received from a number of schools when she has raised concerns about bullying in 
relation to her two younger children.  In Jackie’s view, there is a clear division 
between schools that are ‘accountable’ for bullying and those that are not; and she 
has twice removed Hayley and Matt from schools which she believed had a poor 
response to bullying.  She tells how, prior to moving to Tasmania, she removed 
the children from their local government primary school after Matt was physically 
bullied and the Principal failed to discipline the children involved.  When Jackie 
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complained to the Principal about the children’s behaviour, he told her: ‘Oh no, 
they’re good kids’ and did not take any further action.  In Jackie’s view, the 
Principal’s response demonstrated a lack of accountability which placed her 
children in a vulnerable position and she states adamantly, ‘I just won’t put my 
children in that situation.’ 
Following this incident Jackie decided to send the children to an 
independent school which she hoped would provide a stronger set of values to 
guide students’ behaviour.  In particular, Jackie was impressed by the sense of 
community at the school and the congruence between the values promoted by the 
school and those held by parents.  Jackie explained that in this environment 
raising children was seen as a responsibility shared across the community and she 
placed great value on the support she received from other parents in the school 
community.     
When the family decided to move to Tasmania, they chose to live in a 
rural area in the hopes that they could continue to be part of a community where 
‘everyone knows everyone’ and adults look out for other people’s children.  
Jackie had researched the school on the internet and it seemed to offer the strong 
sense of community in a beautiful environment that she was looking for.  
However, Jackie was dismayed when, soon after starting at the school, both 
children encountered bullying.  Jackie describes how Matt was ‘physically and 
verbally abused’ at school and Hayley was repeatedly called derogatory names 
which were ‘very insulting to women’.  Jackie was deeply concerned by this 
behaviour and reported the incidents to the school straightaway.  However, she 
was shocked by the ‘flippant’ response she received from the teachers, who did 
not seem to think that the behaviour ‘warranted any form of discipline or worry’.  
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She then met with the Principal who expressed surprise that she was so concerned 
about the verbal abuse her daughter was experiencing: 
I was just in the room, like you know this kind of room in the Principal’s 
office and um he seriously was looking at me as though, ‘Why have you got 
a problem with this?’...  And he couldn’t understand why I had a problem 
with my daughter being called certain names, which I thought was just you 
know, I got really angry because my daughter shouldn’t have to be subjected 
to that.  And his response was, ‘But this is a good kid’ and I’m like 
(laughter), ‘I don’t call that a good child!’  And [he said] also, ‘Oh, but 
there’s ones that are worse.’  And I’m like, ‘But that doesn’t justify a thing.’ 
Because she had not received a good response from the school Jackie 
decided to speak directly with the mother of the girl who had been abusing Hayley.  
She explains that if Hayley had been behaving in that way she would want to 
know so that she could talk to her about it and take her to apologise to the child 
and their family.  However, Jackie was astounded when the girl’s mother did not 
seem to be at all perturbed by her daughter’s behaviour and ‘just stood there as 
though it were a normal kind of experience’.  Jackie was particularly disappointed 
by this because prior to moving to the area she had been told that ‘the community 
was good and supportive’.  However, she was shocked by the lack of concern 
about children’s ‘bad behaviour’ which she encountered both within the school 
and the broader community.   
After having her concerns dismissed in this way, Jackie began to question 
her own judgement.  She wondered if, in raising these concerns, she was being 
‘hyper-sensitive’: 
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But they couldn’t understand why that was such a big thing to me.  And I’m 
thinking, I did start questioning my own sensibility.  You know, they didn’t 
think there was a problem with my daughter and I was like, really shocked 
about that.  And then with my son, I’m thinking, ‘Is it me?’  You know, 
‘Have I lost something in the transition from the mainland to here?  Am I 
hyper-sensitive, or what is it?’  And it really um, it actually did send me 
quite into a, a stupor, kind of thing.   
She also began to wonder if her children might have been ‘exaggerating’ the other 
children’s behaviour.  She decided to spend time volunteering at the school so that 
she could gauge the situation for herself and, if need be, ‘protect’ her children: 
I like volunteering in schools because you really see what’s going on.  And 
especially at that school, I really wanted to, if my children had an excursion I 
wanted to be part of it so I could protect them. 
However, the more time Jackie spent at the school the more anxious she 
became as she saw ‘more of what happens and what’s not being done about it’.  
She considered home-schooling the children but decided that she did not have the 
capacity to do so.  She did not know what she could do to protect the children 
from further bullying and describes how powerless she felt in this situation: 
But just every day I would walk to the school and the anxiety would just rise 
and rise and rise.  Because I knew when I got to school there’d be, ‘Blah, 
blah, blah, this happened’ you know?  And you’d be like, ‘What do I do?’ I 
can’t, mentally, have them at home because it was just too much for me in a 
new place and with my own stuff it was way too much. And I knew it would 
push me over the edge, having them there.  And I’m like, ‘What am I going 
to do with them? What?’  And so your whole sense of a parent, of a person, 
and everything, is questioned because you feel so powerless.  You really do. 
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After seven months, the family relocated to suburban Hobart where the 
children attended the local government primary and secondary schools.  For 
Jackie the move brought enormous relief in that any concerns she raised with staff 
at the children’s new schools had been met with immediate and helpful responses.  
However, the family is still dealing with the ramifications of their experiences at 
the children’s former school and Jackie continually monitors how these 
experiences may be influencing the children’s current school experiences and how 
they respond to difficulties with their peers. 
Gina 
Gina lives with her husband and two sons in suburban Hobart.  At the time 
of our interview, Gina’s son, Liam, was in Year 5 at an independent school which 
he had attended since Year 3.  Gina and her husband had chosen to send their 
children to the school after removing their elder son from another school due to 
bullying.  Although the new school had been a great success for their elder son, 
Liam had experienced persistent problems with bullying for almost three years.  
During our interview Gina described her experiences of reporting bullying to both 
of these schools and told how both had handled the situation badly.  At her elder 
son’s previous school, staff had intervened in the bullying but had significantly 
worsened the situation.  At the children’s current school, staff repeatedly failed to 
act on Gina’s reports of the bullying, and only did so after she reported an incident 
to the police.  
Gina began her account by describing how her elder son had been bullied 
when he started Year 7 at a Catholic school.  A boy on the bus had taken to 
harassing him while his classmates looked on and did nothing.  The behaviour 
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soon spread to other boys at the school and Gina’s son was often the victim of 
practical jokes, having his locker tampered with and his uniform ‘wrecked’.  
Gina’s husband made several complaints to the school by phone and letter, before 
receiving a phone call from the school’s pastoral care teacher who asked to come 
and meet with the family at their home.  The teacher asked Gina’s son to write 
down a list of all the boys who had bullied him and exactly what they had done.  
Gina and her husband were worried about how this information might be used but 
the teacher assured them that he had many years of experience of dealing with this 
type of behaviour and told them, ‘I’ll stamp it out. It’ll be fine. No problem.’  
They were, then, very upset to learn that the teacher had shown the list to several 
boys at the school.  In Gina’s view, far from solving the problem, this caused the 
bullying to escalate as their son was now branded as a ‘dobber’.   
Gina and her husband became very concerned about their son’s physical 
and mental health.  Within the space of one term he had gone from an ‘easy going 
kid’ who had ‘never gotten into trouble, never been a victim of bullying before’ to 
one who was highly anxious about school, could not sleep and had lost a lot of 
weight.  On the first day of the new school term he rang Gina in tears and asked 
her to come and get him because he could not ‘fight every kid in the school’.  
Gina and her husband decided that they needed to withdraw him from the school 
without delay.  They quickly found a place for him at an independent school 
where, in the years since, he has done very well both socially and academically.  
On the strength of this, Gina and her husband decided that Liam should also 
attend this school.  
However, Liam’s experiences at the school were very different to those of 
his elder brother.  Gina describes how from the time he started at the school he 
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was ‘pushed, shoved and called names’ by a boy in the class above him.  When 
Liam told the teachers what was happening, he was told that they would ‘look into 
it’ but nothing came of this and the behaviour continued on and off over a period 
of three years.  Liam had long since decided that there was no point in reporting 
the behaviour to his teachers since, as he told Gina, ‘They do nothing’.   
The behaviour had escalated in the current school year and Gina tells how 
she had raised the issue with Liam’s teacher a number of times but was 
dissatisfied with the response she received.  Although the teacher acknowledged 
that the boy could be ‘rough’ she did not seem to recognise the behaviour as 
bullying since she did not see it as specifically targeted towards Liam.  Rather, she 
suggested that Liam was over-reacting, and told Gina, ‘I think your son can be a 
bit of a drama queen sometimes’.  The situation had come to a head a few weeks 
before our interview when Liam had been physically injured by the boy.  Liam 
told his teacher what had happened straight away and she had replied, ‘Oh, I will 
talk to you about it later, I’m too busy now’.  Later in the day the teacher asked 
Liam about his injury which, by that time, had become extremely red and sore.  
Liam again told her what had happened and she again told him that she would talk 
to him about it later.  By the end of the day the teacher had not talked any further 
with him about what had happened.  When Gina picked Liam up from school he 
was hurt and frightened and would only tell his mother what had happened once 
they were in the car and on their way home.  Gina was angry that the teacher who 
‘knew the history of the bullying’ and was ‘abundantly aware’ of what had 
happened that day was either ‘too busy or she did nothing’.   
When Gina spoke with her husband that night they agreed that what had 
happened to Liam that day constituted ‘common assault’ and the situation had 
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now ‘crossed the line.’  They decided to report the incident to the police and later 
that night a police officer came to their house to take a statement.  Gina explained 
that their intention in this was not to actually press charges but to get the school to 
take the situation seriously. As she told the police officer:  
We don’t want the offender prosecuted. We don’t want to have to go and 
give evidence in court.  But basically where we are with the school, we need 
the um, we need to show them that this is far more serious and what’s 
happened.  And they’re not doing anything.  They either don’t recognise that 
it is a serious or it’s a habitual problem.  So we need to show them that it is. 
Um and how we’re showing them is that we’re reporting it to you.  
Gina’s husband then contacted the Principal to let him know that they had 
reported the incident to the police, but that they were still considering whether or 
not they would press charges.  Gina says that from that point, the school began to 
take action.  The next day the Principal spoke with Liam and apologised for what 
had happened and for the fact that the teacher ‘didn’t take notice and didn’t 
recognise that it was a serious issue’.  The boy was asked to apologise to Liam 
and was placed on an internal suspension, meaning that he was allowed to come 
to school but not take part in any group activities.  The Principal telephoned Gina 
to let her know about the internal suspension and also that he had spoken with the 
boy’s mother and would be working with her to prevent further incidents.    
Although Gina was sceptical that these actions would be enough to stop 
the boy’s ‘habitual’ behaviour, she said that over the past weeks things had been 
‘much better’.  There had been no more incidents and Liam said that they had 
been ‘getting on’ and playing handball together before school without any 
problems.  However, Gina was convinced that the school had only intervened 
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because she and her husband had contacted the police.  She determined that in 
future she would take a much more proactive role in monitoring the situation in 
case she needed to ‘get the ball rolling again’.  Further, she describes how she had 
taken a more direct approach with Liam’s teacher, clearly telling her what she 
expected from her in relation to any future reports of bullying: 
I said, ‘Alright, I just want to make sure that you know, if he says something 
to you, you have to investigate it.  You can’t just you know, let it slide.  He 
may be a drama queen but your job is, you may think he’s a drama queen, 
but your job is to um weed out what’s happening and you know, like what’s 
real and what’s not, sort of thing.’  So I was happy that I had spoken to her 
again to say basically, you know, ‘I’m still checking.  I’m not letting it, I’m 
not letting it stop.’ 
Lisa 
Lisa lives with her partner and two children in a small town just out of 
Hobart.  At the time of our interview, Lisa’s daughter Jessie was in Year 5 at an 
independent school in Hobart.  Jessie had previously attended the local 
government school along with her younger sibling, but had changed schools at the 
start of Year 5.  Lisa initially contacted me about her experience of reporting 
bullying at Jessie’s current school, but during the interview recalled that she had 
also reported bullying to the local government school when Jessie was in Year 3.  
 Although Lisa says that the reasons Jessie left her previous school were 
not related to bullying, she describes these two experiences as ‘contrasting stories’.  
While the bullying Jessie experienced at the local government school did dissipate 
over time, Lisa did not think that this was due to any action taken by the school.  
She compares the lack of follow up she received from the local government 
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school with the comprehensive response she received from Jessie’s current school, 
where the bullying she reported was dealt with ‘quickly and well’.  In Lisa’s view, 
the close communication the school maintained with her throughout this process 
was in keeping with the school’s generally high level of responsiveness to parent 
concerns. 
The bullying Jessie encountered at her local government school involved a 
particular child whom she had complained about on and off for a few years.  
Initially, Lisa did not raise the issue with the school because she did not think that 
the behaviour was particularly serious or directly targeted at Jessie: ‘It’s not like 
she was pushing Jessie around, or doing anything like that.  She was more one of 
those kids that kind of niggle, niggle, niggle, constant stuff.’  However, by Year 3 
Jessie was sufficiently bothered by the child’s behaviour to ask her mother to get 
the teacher to facilitate a ‘mediated session’ between herself and the other child. 
The teacher agreed to this and the children were able to come to an agreement 
about what behaviours were not acceptable.  However, Lisa says that following 
this session she received ‘no follow up at all’ from the school and ‘nothing 
changed really’.  Rather than pursue the matter further with the school, she 
counselled Jessie to ignore and avoid the child as much as possible.  This strategy 
seemed to help and the situation ‘never really hotted up’.  The next year the 
children were in different classes and this alleviated the situation for Jessie 
somewhat as ‘she only had to deal with it at lunchtime’.  On reflection, Lisa says 
that she now feels ‘a bit guilty’ that she ‘let it slip’ and did not pursue the matter 
further with the school: 
Because I didn’t pursue it, so obviously it wasn’t a massive deal for us.  But 
on the other hand, if it had been pursued a bit more – you wonder, you know, 
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like Jessie was pretty proactive with all of that.  It was her that asked.  She 
asked for a mediated session, in Grade 3 (laughter)...And um so I think in 
that case because she had been so proactive it would have been better if there 
had been some follow up I think.   
 Jessie changed schools at the start of Year 5 when a place became 
available at the independent school where she had been on the waiting list.  Jessie 
was excited to start at her new school and chatted happily about it each day when 
Lisa asked how things were going.  However, after a few weeks Lisa noticed that 
Jessie’s initial excitement had faded and one day she confided that there were 
some girls at school who were ‘hassling’ her and ‘making life difficult’.  Over the 
next few weeks, Lisa kept a close eye on how Jessie was coping and asked her to 
let her know straightaway if she started to feel that the girls were making her 
‘unhappy at school’ or ‘not want to go to school’.  After about three weeks Jessie 
told her mother that the girls were ‘not being nice now’ and it was starting to 
make her feel like she was ‘not enjoying going to school now’.  Lisa describes 
how she then asked Jessie for further details because she knew that if she were to 
make a complaint to the school she would ‘have to be quite specific’.  At the same 
time she was cautious not to press too hard because she did not want Jessie to feel 
as though she had to ‘make up a story’ to justify herself: 
And it’s sort of an interesting conversation to have with an 11 year old, 
because you don’t want to make them feel like they have to – you don’t want 
them to think that as the victim they have to try and suddenly justify 
themselves.  But on the other hand you don’t want um, you know, wild 
accusations which might just be that she doesn’t like someone or they don’t 
like her sort of thing. 
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After thinking it over, Jessie ‘came up with a couple of specific examples’ 
which Lisa thought ‘might have been accidental or might have been deliberate’, 
but due to the extent that they had upset Jessie, did warrant further investigation.  
She told Jessie that she would raise the issue with her teacher, if that was what 
Jessie wanted.  Jessie confirmed that it was and so Lisa went into the school and 
spoke in person with the teacher.  She said that Jessie’s teacher was ‘very 
concerned’ and told her, ‘Right, I’ll get onto it’.  The next day Lisa received a 
phone call from the Deputy Principal who explained how he intended to deal with 
the issue: all the girls would be spoken to separately to get their side of the story 
and then they would be brought together to talk things through.  Lisa says that she 
was happy that he had ‘responded so quickly’ and she ‘liked the fact that he had a 
definite strategy that was going to be put in place’.  However, she recalls 
becoming defensive when he told her that, at this age and knowing this particular 
class, it was unlikely that the behaviour was malicious: 
And that part made me think, ‘Oh here we go, we are going into school 
mode of saying bullying doesn’t happen’ ... Because that was my, you know 
having spoken to a lot of people about when they’ve experienced bullying 
with their kids, generally, people feel that the schools don’t respond very 
well.  That’s my experience with other friends. But um so when he said that I 
was ready to kind of think, ‘Oh here we go, we’re being set up to be not 
dealt with.’ 
To her surprise, these expectations were ‘not borne out’ because the 
Deputy Principal went on to deal with the matter ‘so very well’.  By the end of the 
week Lisa had another ‘hour and a half phone call’ with him where he detailed 
what he had discovered in his meetings with the girls and what action he proposed 
to take.  He did not think that the two incidents Jessie had reported were 
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necessarily malicious, but more a case of ‘personality clashes’ which the school 
would try and help the girls resolve through discussion and social skills training.  
However, in the course of his investigations he had discovered another incident 
about which he was seriously concerned and was not going to ‘let go’.  
Unbeknownst to Jessie, another girl in the class had created a social media page 
which stated that Jessie was unwanted at the school and the page had attracted 
several ‘likes’.  Lisa describes how unsettling it was to learn that Jessie had been 
the target of cyber bullying: 
And that gave me the creeps that one, because you know the whole idea that 
you can’t just go home and you know, if you are being bullied at school, if 
you can’t go home and not, that whole cyber thing adds a whole new 
element to it I think.  
Lisa was relieved that the school viewed this incident seriously and had 
acted accordingly.  She describes how the Deputy Principal had ‘hauled the kid in 
quick smart, it [the page] was taken off immediately and a letter was sent to the 
child’s parent’.  Further, the class teacher held several in-class discussions about 
‘cyber bullying and what’s acceptable and what’s not acceptable’.  Lisa says that 
over the next few weeks she received a ‘series of emails and phone calls’ from the 
Deputy Principal to ensure that Jessie was now happy at school and to invite Lisa 
to come and talk further if she wished.  After monitoring the situation for a few 
more weeks, Lisa said that there had been no further incidents and unless 
something else came up, she was ‘happy to drop it’.  Lisa was very positive about 
the response she had received from the school and felt that it reflected the school’s 
stated policy of responding quickly to any concerns raised by parents: 
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I think it actually links into that they have a policy of responding quickly to 
all sorts of things.  So I think on the first day, when we went in on the first 
day, when the parents came in the Deputy Principal spoke at that thing of: ‘If 
there is ever a problem, we want to deal with it within three days.  As soon 
as you are concerned come to us, talk to us. Within three days we will have, 
you know, something will be happening.’   
For Lisa this experience confirmed that should Jessie have any further 
issues with bullying, she could approach the school with some confidence.  
Importantly, she also felt that through this experience she had been able to check 
that she and Jessie could talk openly about these kinds of issues: 
I think um it’s sort of interesting because it also makes you think about what 
sort of people you’re bringing up, in terms of how they will deal with 
conflict and bullying.  And, and, I don’t know, I don’t know why some 
people get bullied really badly and some people don’t.  Um, but certainly it’s 
a good opportunity to just get mild bullying so that you can have these 
conversations that open up and you know, you should certainly check that 
those communication things are going on. 
Sally 
Sally lives with her two sons in a rural town in southern Tasmania.  At the 
time of our interview Sally’s younger son, Lachlan, was in Year 7 at an 
independent school in Hobart while her elder son attended a different school.  
Although both boys had attended the same primary school, Sally had chosen to 
send them to different secondary schools to meet their specific social and learning 
needs.  Sally explained that Lachlan has a significant intellectual delay and 
requires a high degree of social support.  Although Lachlan has not been bullied at 
school, he has frequently been the target of bullying by children from other 
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schools while travelling on school buses.  In her account, Sally describes her 
experiences of reporting bullying on the bus to two schools with different levels 
of satisfaction.  She sees the bus as an ‘uncontrolled environment’ in which it is 
difficult to determine ‘where responsibility lies’ for ensuring children’s safety.   
Sally began by her account by recalling that her elder son had also 
experienced bullying on the bus when he was in primary school.  Rivalries 
between children from various schools in the area were played out on the bus, and 
students at the school her son attended were often subjected to physical and verbal 
bullying.  Sally had instructed her son to try and avoid the bullying by sitting up 
the front of the bus near the driver, and when it came time for Lachlan to travel to 
school on the bus she ‘primed’ him to do the same.  However, while her elder son 
was able to follow her instructions and so avoid the worst of the bullying, Sally 
says that Lachlan’s intellectual delay makes it much more difficult for her to 
communicate with him about what happens on the bus and what he should and 
shouldn’t do.   
Sally says that since starting secondary school Lachlan has experienced 
numerous incidents of bullying on the bus.  While he was in primary school 
Lachlan only needed to travel a short distance on the bus.  However, the trip to 
school is now much longer and he also needs to wait unsupervised between 
connecting buses.  Sally fears that as a result he is now much more vulnerable to 
sustained periods of bullying each day.  She tells how difficult it is to monitor 
Lachlan’s safety on the bus trip and to piece together information about any 
incidents that take place.  She describes the circuitous route by which she 
investigated one recent incident on the bus.  She was first alerted that something 
was wrong when the mother of another child who travels on the bus emailed her 
 175 
 
to ask if she was aware that there had been ‘things going on’ on the bus where 
Lachlan had been the butt of some cruel jokes.  Later that week, Lachlan arrived 
home extremely agitated and saying that he had ‘a problem on the bus and 
punched this guy and put him in hospital’.  Sally did not think this could be true 
because the bus company had her contact details and she hadn’t heard anything 
from them.  However, Lachlan insisted that it had happened.   
The next morning she spoke to each of the bus drivers on Lachlan’s route, 
but neither could recall any such incident taking place.  She then spoke with 
Lachlan’s teacher who investigated with another student in the class who catches 
the same bus.  It emerged that Lachlan had not punched anyone but there had been 
bullying on the bus which involved Lachlan being filmed and ridiculed by other 
children.  Sally surmised that Lachlan had not known how to tell her what had 
actually happened and had instead told her what he had wished to do in response: 
I think, what happened was that that was what he would have liked to have 
done, but he wouldn’t, he didn’t do it.  He just was so angry and frustrated 
and he didn’t know what to do, and that was his way of saying, this is what 
happened.   
The next day another mother stopped Sally at the bus stop to talk to her 
about what had been happening on the bus and was able to give Sally the name of 
the main perpetrator of the bullying who attended another independent school in 
the area.  Sally then contacted the school to make a complaint.  The staff member 
she spoke with responded by saying, ‘Yes, this is terrible.  No, this can’t happen. 
We really need to do something.’  The school investigated the incident and 
identified a number of students who had been involved and brought them in for 
meetings.  They then phoned Sally to let her know what they had done and to ask 
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what she would like done from there.  Sally declined the offer of a face to face 
meeting with the children, saying that she ‘didn’t want any confrontation’ but 
agreed that ‘a letter of apology would be really good’.  However, she ruefully 
observed that two months had passed and she had yet to receive the letter of 
apology.  
Overall, Sally was pleased with the response she received from the school 
in that they clearly acknowledged that the behaviour was unacceptable.  She 
contrasts this with the less satisfactory response she received more recently from 
another school when she rang to report some bullying that had taken place while 
Lachlan was waiting for his connecting bus.  A boy from that school had 
developed a grievance against Lachlan and had physically attacked him.  The next 
day Sally telephoned the boy’s school to report the incident.  When she named the 
boy involved, the staff member she spoke to replied, ‘Oh, he’s a reasonable boy, 
we’ll talk to him’, and told Sally that she would get back to her.  Several days 
later Sally had not heard anything from the school.  In the meantime, the boy had 
again attacked Lachlan while they waited for their bus.  Sally concluded that 
either the school had not spoken to the boy at all, or if they had it had only served 
to make him angrier with Lachlan than before.  Sally was disappointed not only 
with the apparent ineffectiveness of the school’s response, but also with their lack 
of acknowledgement of the unacceptability of the behaviour:  
[The school] were matter of fact.  Um, ‘Oh no, he is a reasonable guy. I’m 
sure I can just have a talk with him and it will be fine.’ Um, no sympathy, no, 
‘Oh, this is not very good is it?’... As a parent, you do want someone to say, 
‘Oh, that’s not good’.  I mean we all would acknowledge that’s not good, 
why do I need someone to say it to me?  I don’t know.  
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For Sally, such a lack of acknowledgement adds further pressure to the 
heavy load she carries as the sole parent of a child with an intellectual disability 
whilst also caring for another child.  She describes how exhausting it is to be 
constantly having to advocate on behalf of Lachlan with schools, bus companies 
and numerous other organisations he comes in contact with:   
So I just feel as though, you know, you are just always, ‘Oh (sigh) OK, what 
else is there?  Who do I have to phone today? Who do I have to email? Who 
do I have to write to now?’ 
Sally determined that if she did not hear back from the school that day she would 
contact them again to pursue them matter.  She said although she is ‘not very good 
at confrontation’ she also feels strongly that it is important for parents to ‘go 
through the process’ and keep following up bullying incidents with schools: 
Because it’s not just your child: it’s never just your child who is being 
bullied.  It’s always someone else, there’s got to be other people who are 
being bullied at the same time.  If you don’t follow it up for your child there 
are other kids who are just going to continue to be bullied.  
Julia 
Julia lives with her husband and three children in suburban Hobart.  At the 
time of our interview Julia’s son Adam was in Year 7 at a government secondary 
school, and her two younger children attended the local government primary 
school which Adam had also attended.  Although Adam had experienced some 
minor bullying from other students since starting secondary school, of greater 
concern to Julia were the bullying behaviours by teachers which Adam had told 
her about.  In Julia’s view, such behaviour by teachers represents an abuse of their 
authority and puts children at risk both in terms of their mental health and 
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educational outcomes.  Julia describes how she and her husband called the school 
to account regarding the behaviour of one particular teacher who bullied Adam 
and some other students.  Although Julia was happy with the initial response she 
received to her complaint, she was disappointed with the lack of follow up from 
the school.  She suspected that rather than sanctioning teachers who bully students, 
the school may have a culture of protecting them, thus perpetuating the behaviour.   
Julia began her account by explaining that Adam is not the kind of child to 
be in trouble with teachers because he is a ‘very well behaved’ and ‘conscientious 
student’ who ‘always plays by the rules’.  She tells with pride how Adam has won 
several academic prizes and says that he sees school as ‘a pathway to your future’.  
A major disappointment in Adam’s transition to secondary school has been that 
due to his negative experiences with one particular teacher, he no longer wishes to 
study a subject for which he had previously shown an avid interest.  Julia tells 
how Adam had ‘a passion’ for this subject area from a very young age.  He had 
been excited to be studying the subject in secondary school, but had soon begun to 
complain to his parents about the teacher’s manner towards him and the other 
students.  Adam told his parents that the teacher did not explain herself clearly 
and then ‘barked and shouted’ at students when they did not understand what she 
wanted them to do.  Adam also told his parents that the teacher refused to make 
any accommodations for his friend who has dyslexia and had humiliated him in 
front of the entire class on more than one occasion.  Julia was concerned by what 
Adam was telling her but did not contact the school straightaway.  She explains 
that her usual response when her children come home with complaints about 
school is to wait and see if the issue is an isolated incident or part of a pattern of 
behaviour, and she applied the same principle here.   
 179 
 
However, during this period Julia’s husband heard through work 
colleagues that this particular teacher had been at the school for a long time and 
had a reputation for bullying students.  Adam continued to come home with 
stories of ill treatment of himself and his classmates by the teacher, and now also 
vowed never to study the subject again.  Knowing what a long standing passion 
Adam had for the subject and how he had hoped it would be a pathway to further 
studies in the area, Julia and her husband were perturbed by this and decided that 
they needed to do something to address the situation:  
She has actually killed it for him.  And I’m sorry, that’s to me a real travesty, 
because, um, you know, if teachers are doing that to students, it certainly 
doesn’t, as a parent, it’s very sad to see that, that you know, something that 
your child had a passion for has been killed because of a bad experience...so 
that’s why we decided to do something about it because we just didn’t want 
him to continue being bullied. 
Julia tells how she consulted the Department of Education website to see 
what it said about ‘what the teachers’ responsibilities are’.  Based on what she 
read there and what Adam had told her, she concluded that this particular teacher 
was not providing ‘a safe learning environment’ for her students and that ‘some of 
the behaviours that she was exhibiting were definitely bullying’.  Julia and her 
husband then asked Adam to ‘write down exactly what had occurred’ so that they 
had something to take to the school.  During our interview Julia read excerpts 
from emails Adam had written detailing his complaints, and she gave particular 
emphasis to the connections Adam had drawn between what he had been taught 
about standing up to bullies in primary school and the bullying behaviour he was 
now witnessing from his teacher.   
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Julia’s husband telephoned the school and asked to make an appointment 
to see the Principal.  He was directed to the Year 7 Coordinator who agreed to 
meet with him and Julia.  They showed Adam’s emails to the Coordinator along 
with the information Julia had found on the Department of Education’s website 
‘about bullying and how teachers are to behave towards children’.  The 
Coordinator noted that the observations Adam had made in his email were 
‘incredibly insightful for someone of his age’ and agreed that the behaviour he 
described was ‘not consistent with what was stated on the Department’s website’.  
She undertook to speak to the teacher involved and said that she would report 
back to them.   
Soon after the meeting the Coordinator contacted Julia’s husband to let 
him know that that the teacher ‘had been spoken to’.  Julia says that she and her 
husband were happy with the outcome of the meeting and felt that they’d had ‘a 
fair hearing’.  However, Julia says that while the initial response from the school 
was ‘positive’ she was disappointed that there was ‘no other follow up’ from the 
school to check if the situation had improved: 
I would have liked the school to have followed up.  Just to say, just to check, 
and it’s more about um our son’s mental wellbeing, not about getting a 
teacher into trouble or anything like that.  It’s the effect it was having on him 
and his learning experience. 
As Julia continued to monitor the situation with Adam, it seemed to her 
that the school’s intervention had little effect on the teacher’s behaviour.  Adam 
reported that on one or two occasions the teacher seemed to be ‘trying to make an 
effort’ but after that she had gone back to shouting at the students and the bullying 
behaviour continued.  Rather than going back to the school for another 
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conversation, Julia and her husband decided that they would now make a formal 
written complaint to the Principal.  They had come to this decision partly because 
of their dissatisfaction with the outcome of their initial complaint, but also 
because they now had broader concerns about how such complaints about 
teachers were dealt with by the school.  Julia says that they were aware of another 
parent who had complained to the school about the inappropriate treatment of 
their child who has a learning disability.  The parent had tried several times to 
meet with the Principal who had ‘never got back to him’ and was now fearful that 
if he ‘pushed it too hard’ there may be ‘payback’ for his son in terms of how he 
was treated by the teacher in question.  In addition, Adam had recently told them 
about another teacher who told students who complained that he was treating 
them unfairly, ‘Don’t bother telling your parents or anyone else here, because the 
school won’t do anything about it.’  Taken together, these things suggested to 
Julia that rather than sanction teachers who bully students the school may be 
‘protecting’ them: 
So we are concerned that they are just sweeping it under the carpet.  And that 
they’re protected. You know we were wondering whether the school is just 
protecting the teachers.  Maybe it’s the Education Union – we’re not sure 
what, why if this teacher has a history of bullying students why she, why it’s 
never been addressed.   
At the time of our interview, Julia and her husband had not yet made a 
written complaint to the Principal.  However, Julia says they are determined to 
‘follow it through’ because they do not think it is a ‘healthy environment for 
children to be learning in when they’re being humiliated by a teacher’.  Although 
she says they ‘can’t go into battle for other parents’ Julia expresses concern about 
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the impact such experiences may have on students who are already struggling at 
school and who may not be able to speak out or call on their parents for help as 
Adam had: 
We don’t want other students to have to go through this with this teacher, 
because my son is somebody who will come to us and talk to us.  And so 
we’re very lucky. But not all students say anything to their parents.  And 
they just put up with it. 
Kim 
Kim lives with her husband and three children in a rural area in southern 
Tasmania.  The family had moved to the area from interstate during the previous 
year when Kim’s middle child, Ruby, was in Year 4.  Initially all three children 
attended their local government primary school.  At the time of our interview, 
Kim’s eldest child had moved on to secondary school and her youngest child 
remained at the local primary school.  However, Ruby had transferred to a 
different government school at the start of Year 5 due to her experiences with 
bullying.  
In her account, Kim describes how the small size of the local school and 
its composite class structure had contributed to a situation in which Ruby was 
vulnerable to relational bullying by older children in her class.  She tells how 
Ruby had become increasingly distressed by the behaviour of one girl in the class 
with whom she had formerly been friends.  A major frustration for Kim was the 
discrepancy between how she and school staff interpreted the interactions between 
the two girls.  While Kim saw it as a case of bullying due to the disparity in the 
girls’ ages, the Principal viewed it as a case of conflict between friends.  Fearing 
the effects of sustained bullying on Ruby’s wellbeing, Kim decided to move her to 
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a larger government school in a nearby area.  However, she tells how she needed 
to draw on all her advocacy skills to convince education authorities to allow such 
a move. 
Kim began her account by noting that the bullying Ruby had experienced 
mainly related to the age gap which existed between her and a number of her 
classmates.  When she arrived in Tasmania Ruby was placed in a composite class 
in which some students were two or three years older than her.  Although Ruby 
was well able to keep up academically, Kim saw that she struggled with social 
relations with a few of the older girls in her class: 
Because it was a combination class I think, she had those kids that were 
quite a bit older than her.  And going through different phases, and more, I 
don’t know, more mentally aware of how to manipulate younger children, 
you know.  And she was just having trouble keeping up with that...You 
know I think girls can probably be a bit more manipulative than boys.  And 
she was being picked on and excluded.   
Ruby was particularly distressed by the behaviour of one older girl in the 
class who had initially befriended her but then began to call her names and 
exclude her.  Kim recalls that at first she thought the friendship might just be 
going through a rough patch and, given a bit of time and space, the problem 
would ‘blow over’.  She advised Ruby to play with someone else for a while to 
help diffuse the situation.  However, this proved difficult in such a small school 
where there was ‘nowhere else to go’ and ‘no other group of girls to escape to’.  
As the year progressed, Kim could see that Ruby was struggling to cope, and the 
situation was also beginning to have flow-on effects at home: 
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She’d come home crying and she’d be upset about other things at home as 
well, you know.  I could see that she was really struggling and suffering 
from this. And it was kind of being reflected in lots of different areas of her 
life, her home life and getting along with her sisters and family.  
Kim tells how she had advised Ruby to ‘tell the teacher when these things 
happened’; yet when she did so, ‘nothing much seemed to be done about it’.  
Finally, Kim decided to raise the matter with Ruby’s teacher during a parent-
teacher interview.  The teacher commented that he had noticed ‘something going 
on’ and promised he would ‘keep an eye on it’.  However, Kim was dissatisfied 
with this because the teacher did not give any indication of what strategies he 
might use to intervene in the bullying.  Further, Kim felt that he did not seem to 
appreciate the subtleties of ‘girls’ bullying’: 
It was a male teacher as well, and I don’t know if they’re as sensitive to girls’ 
bullying.  It’s different to boys’ bullying.  It’s not as visible and it’s more 
subtle and emotional.  And I’m not sure if – he is a very experienced teacher 
and great in lots of other ways – but maybe guys just aren’t as sensitive to 
those kinds of things as a woman is.  I don’t know.  
Despite her dissatisfaction with the response she received from Ruby’s teacher, 
Kim was glad that she had reported the bullying in case something more serious 
eventuated: ‘If they see anything or if anything did eventuate, you know, more 
physical or more aggressive, it’s been reported, so you know it’s on record.’   
Not long after this meeting, the two girls were involved in a verbal stoush 
in the playground and were summoned to the Principal’s office.  The Principal 
conducted a mediation session with the girls and later told Kim that he felt the 
problem had now been resolved as the girls had walked out of his office ‘as 
 185 
 
friends’.  Kim was again sceptical that this would be enough to protect Ruby from 
further bullying.  In her view, the Principal had misread the situation as one of 
conflict between friends rather than the bullying of a younger child by an older 
one.   
It just seemed that they saw it one way and I saw it a different way, you 
know.  And those two ways, you know, they weren’t going to meet. ... I 
think maybe they saw this as two girls just having a conflict.  I didn’t see it 
that way, you know?  So they then didn’t label it as bullying, they didn’t 
recognise it as bullying so it didn’t come under that category for them.    
With no acknowledgement of Ruby’s more vulnerable position in the relationship, 
Kim was concerned that the situation ‘would just go on and on’, and with Ruby 
becoming increasingly anxious ‘that would not be good for her at all.’   
At this point, Kim decided to withdraw Ruby from the school and send her 
to a larger government school where she would not be so much younger than her 
classmates and would also have a greater range of children to play with.  However, 
gaining approval for this move was not as straightforward as Kim hoped it would 
be.  In her application to the new school, she cited ‘unresolved bullying’ as the 
reason for wishing to withdraw Ruby from her current school.  However, the 
Principal at Ruby’s school disputed this interpretation of events and claimed that 
the problem had been resolved.  Consequently, the application was rejected.  Kim 
describes what an anxious time the family had over the long school holidays as 
she telephoned and emailed various contacts in the Department of Education 
trying to have the decision reversed.  Eventually she met with success by 
contacting a member of the Parents and Citizens Association, who then advocated 
with the Department of Education on her behalf.  In the new school year Ruby 
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was enrolled at the larger primary school where Kim says she has settled well and 
can easily find respite from situations which, in a smaller school, might escalate: 
It’s a bigger group of friends, there’s a big group of girls, well like six or 
seven girls that are really good friends for her...And you know she did have a 
little trouble with another girl, but she could easily deal with it because of 
the size.  She could just, you know, hang out with some other girls for a little 
while. 
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Chapter 6: Restitution 
Introduction 
In the previous chapter I provided interpretive accounts of the stories 
parents told during the interviews about their experiences of reporting bullying of 
their child to a school.  This chapter is the first of three chapters which explore 
key ways in which parents’ stories of these experiences resonate with the three 
basic narrative types proposed by Arthur Frank in The Wounded Storyteller 
(2013).  The first of these is the restitution narrative which Frank identifies as the 
storyline or plot which most commonly underlies stories of illness.  According to 
Frank, the basic storyline of restitution, ‘yesterday I was healthy, today I am sick 
but tomorrow I’ll be healthy again’, conforms to a culturally preferred view of 
illness as a temporary disruption to the normal condition of health (p. 77).  Further, 
Frank argues that this storyline sits comfortably within a modernist master 
narrative in which there is an expectation that ‘for every suffering there is a 
remedy’ (p. 80).  A key feature of the restitution narrative as outlined by Frank is 
that the remedy to suffering is provided by an agent external to the storyteller, 
most often by a physician or other medical expert.  In restitution stories, 
professionals therefore fulfil a crucial function, drawing on their knowledge and 
expertise to provide a diagnosis and determine a treatment plan to resolve the 
problem at hand. 
All of the parents who participated in this study gave accounts which, to a 
greater or lesser degree, draw on the basic plot of the restitution narrative as a 
frame of reference through which to make sense of their experiences of reporting 
bullying to a school.  Each parent described how they had sought assistance from 
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the school to resolve the bullying their child experienced.  In doing so, they 
positioned themselves in a storyline which infers that the bullying they have 
reported is a problem to which the school can be expected to provide a solution.  
However, while all of the parents gave accounts which were underpinned by this 
expectation, only a few attributed the resolution of the bullying their child 
experienced to actions taken by school staff.  In this chapter I focus on the stories 
of three parents who were satisfied with the response they received from the 
school to their reports of bullying: Jenny, Louise and Lisa.  In what follows, I 
explore how these parents’ accounts resonate with the key features of the 
restitution narrative. 
A Temporary Disruption 
A key feature of the restitution narrative is that illness is represented as a 
temporary disruption to the normal condition of health.  Once the illness has been 
remedied life returns to normal.  Similarly, in this study the majority of parents 
represented the bullying their child experienced as a temporary disruption to the 
safe learning environment they expect as part of the normal conditions of 
schooling.  Many of the parents began their account by identifying a clear point in 
time when the bullying of their child had begun, and contrasted this with an 
earlier time when their child felt happier at school.  Jenny, Louise and Lisa were 
among the few parents in this study who told how the school had successfully 
intervened in the bullying they had reported.  
Jenny describes the bullying her son experienced as part of a difficult of 
transition from primary to secondary school which represented a brief disruption 
in his generally positive experiences of schooling.  She tells how Will had been 
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part of a close knit group of friends in primary school but became the target of 
bullying by some of these boys soon after they began Year 7 at their local 
secondary school.  The bullying behaviours then escalated and spread to other 
boys in Will’s class and at sporting activities outside of school.  Jenny describes 
how within the space of one term Will had gone from a child who was happy and 
engaged at school to one who felt ‘desperate’ at the thought of it: 
It got to the point: ‘Nuh, this is bad.  I hate going to school.  I haven’t got 
any friends, um, I’m very lonely’ and um, feeling desperate. Things were 
happening at school...And so yeah, it was a bit scary and not nice going to 
school – he didn’t feel safe. 
By detailing the emotional distress the bullying caused Will, Jenny 
establishes it as a serious problem which needed to be addressed.  She tells how, 
after an unsuccessful attempt to speak with the parents of one of the boys who 
was bullying Will, she reported the bullying to the school and the situation was 
then resolved.  By the end of the next term a series of interventions put in place by 
Will’s Year Coordinator had taken effect, the bullying behaviours had fallen away 
and Will had made friends with some boys who stood up for him during the 
height of the bullying:   
And they continue to be his very good friends at school ... So he went from 
being, feeling quite isolated and lonely to becoming one of that little group ... 
And now he’s very much in that little group.  So, so that made it all bearable 
and school became OK again. 
Jenny’s description of her final discussion about the bullying with Will’s Year 
Coordinator indicates the sense of closure she felt had been brought to the 
situation:  
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I think what happened was, oh they have a festival at the school and we went 
along.  And we saw John there, and it was just an informal chat with him.  
And he was sort of saying you know, ‘It looks to me like things are going 
OK.’ And we said, ‘Yep, things are going OK, new friends, he’s moved on, 
the behaviours have stopped.’  Um, so that sort of seemed to bring a fairly 
natural end to the school’s involvement I think. 
Jenny also provides a coda to the story in which she describes how later in 
the year things ‘went full circle, finally’ when Will’s former primary school friend, 
Peter, who was the main perpetrator of the bullying, apologised to him: 
And he apologised to Will for what had happened and um, you know, was 
interested in being friends with him again, and would Will think about that?  
And Will took a long time and let Peter sort of sit around and wait for quite a 
while before he decided and now they’re good friends again.  
Jenny describes this exchange as an ‘important part of the process’ which 
confirmed for Will that reporting the bullying to the school had been the right 
thing to do.  As Jenny wryly notes, Will considered receiving this apology to be 
something of a ‘moral victory’.  She also contrasts the satisfactory resolution to 
the bullying Will experienced with her own unresolved experiences of being 
bullied at work and observes that, ‘Will’s story was very short and sweet’ by 
comparison. 
Louise also contrasts her own protracted experiences of being bullied 
throughout school with the quick resolution of the bullying her daughter Charley 
experienced at the start of secondary school.  Louise observes that when she was 
bullied at school there were no processes in place to do anything about it.  
However, when Charley was bullied Louise felt confident that the school would 
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act in accordance with its stated ‘zero tolerance’ bullying policy to resolve the 
situation:  
It got to the point where I had to do something.  There was no question of 
that.  But I was also fairly confident that I was going to get some kind of 
positive response.  Because a) you are out there saying that you do all of 
these things. So I had an expectation that they would actually do it.  Um, 
whereas, I mean when I was a child there was no process, there was no focus, 
there was nothing.  If you were being bullied, you just got on with it. There 
was, nobody did anything about it.  Um, so the fact that they had, at least had 
these processes in place gave me an expectation that something would 
happen. 
Louise dates the onset of the bullying Charley experienced to the first few 
months of Year 7 when some girls in her Home Group started ‘behaving badly’ 
towards her with ‘low level’ bullying such as name calling and giggling behind 
hands.  Louise and Charley spoke regularly about what was happening and 
decided that as Charley seemed to be coping with it, it was not necessary to 
involve the school at that point.  However, when the behaviour escalated to 
physical threats and cyber bullying Louise decided that it was time to report it to 
the school.  Louise describes the swift response she received from Charley’s Year 
Coordinator, and details the actions he took to intervene in the bullying.  She tells 
how Charley was relieved by the actions the Year Coordinator took that day 
which did put an immediate stop to the bullying.  At that point Louise considered 
that the matter had been dealt with and told the Year Coordinator that she did not 
see any reason to discuss it further:  
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It stopped after that. There weren’t any um incidents, you know, it stopped 
as a result of what he had done.  Um, so I didn’t, I just thanked him and said 
that I didn’t need to talk to him anymore.  I was, you know, glad he had 
taken action and something was being done.  And that, you know, my 
daughter was feeling a lot happier about the situation, and I was, you know, 
prepared to just carry on.   
Similarly, Lisa was satisfied with the comprehensive response she 
received to her report of bullying at her daughter Jessie’s new school and 
attributes the quick resolution of the problem to the actions taken by staff at the 
school.  Jessie had just started in Year 5 at an independent school and, to begin 
with, was excited and happy about her new school.  However, after a few weeks 
she confided to her mother that some of the girls in her class were beginning to 
make her feel unhappy at school.  After monitoring the situation for another 
couple of weeks, Lisa contacted Jessie’s class teacher.  The next day she received 
a follow-up phone call from the Deputy Principal who outlined in detail the steps 
he would take to investigate the matter.  There followed a series of telephone calls 
and emails in which he kept Lisa fully informed about the bullying behaviours he 
had discovered and what the school was doing to address them.  Lisa was much 
relieved at this response having heard negative accounts of the way that other 
independent or ‘private’ schools respond to bullying: 
I have heard other people who have been at other private schools who have 
not felt that bullying was dealt with at all.  Um so I don’t think it’s just that 
you know, you are paying the fees and they are responsive.  
After some weeks of regular contact Lisa told the Deputy Principal that things had 
settled down for Jessie at school again and she was now happy to let the matter 
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drop: ‘It was me that ended up agreeing, saying “I think this is fine at this point. 
And unless something else comes up again I don’t really see why we need to keep 
in contact.’” 
Thus, Jenny, Louise and Lisa all frame their children’s experiences of 
bullying as a relatively brief episode in their schooling which had not resulted in 
any significant harm.  Indeed, all three express the view that their children have 
learned some important life lessons through these experiences.  However, this 
view is predicated on the knowledge that the bullying did not go on for a long 
period of time.  By contrasting these experiences with their own more protracted 
experiences of bullying, Jenny and Louise highlight the contingent nature of their 
children’s experiences and an awareness that had the school not responded as it 
did the outcomes may have been very different.  Lisa too is keenly aware that her 
daughter’s experience of being bullied was relatively brief.  She reflects on stories 
she has heard from other parents whose children have been subject to much longer 
periods of bullying and considers how angry this would make her: 
It must be really hard if you have got a kid who is really solidly bullied, I 
reckon. Like, because I think you would just be so angry. And I sort of had 
those initial things of, ‘Oh bugger this!’ You know, ‘My kid has been really 
happy for the first four or six weeks and some little bugger kid is going to try 
and make her life a misery. Um, how dare they?’ sort of thing.  Um, and I 
think you would be really, really angry if you had to watch your kid being 
made unhappy for long, you know for long-term.   
Naming the Problem 
According to Frank (2013), the restitution narrative is underpinned by a 
modernist view of illness as a problem to be solved.  Within such a view, 
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diagnosis plays a crucial part in determining what action will be taken to restore 
the ill person to health.  Consequently, the identification and naming of problems 
is a key concern in the restitution narrative.  Frank describes the storyline of the 
restitution narrative as ‘filled out with talk of tests and their interpretation’ (p. 77) 
as efforts are made to determine the exact nature of the problem.  
Before approaching their child’s school with reports of bullying, many of 
the parents in this study spent time gathering further information about what was 
happening for their child at school in order to gauge the nature and extent of the 
problem.  Parents were often unsure if what their child was experiencing could be 
regarded as bullying or fell within the ‘normal’ range of conflict which might be 
expected at school.  However, once parents had made an assessment that the 
problem was one of bullying and decided to report it to the school, their 
expectation was that the school should also acknowledge the problem as bullying 
and respond accordingly.  In stories told as restitution narratives, parents describe 
a close congruence between their own interpretation of the problem and that 
provided by the school.  
In Jenny’s account the acknowledgement she received from the school 
when she reported the bullying marks the point in her story when things began to 
move towards resolution.  Jenny describes how soon after she and her husband 
realised that Will was being bullied they approached the parents of the main 
perpetrator, whom they knew from primary school days.  Their intention was to 
facilitate a ‘supervised conversation’ between the boys to try and help them work 
things out.  However, Jenny was extremely disappointed when the other parents 
would not acknowledge the seriousness of the situation and refused to meet with 
them: 
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We tried talking to them and they didn’t want to talk about it.  They had a 
very different perspective on how to deal with the situation ...Um, because 
they had sort of taken an approach that you know, the boys need to sort it out.  
That this is ‘just normal stuff, they need to sort of it out’.  And we thought, 
‘No, this is not normal stuff.  This is not something that boys who are 13 
years old can sort, 12 and 13 years old can sort out for themselves.’  So we 
had a different perspective on it all.  And um, we felt really isolated by that, 
you know?  
For Jenny and her husband, the different view taken by these parents as to what 
constitutes ‘normal’ behaviour amongst teenage boys presented a serious 
impediment to their attempts to resolve the situation: ‘We couldn’t understand 
why we were being completely blocked in our attempts to try and resolve this. 
And um, oh it was very painful for us.’   
Up until that point, Will had been reluctant to report the bullying to the 
school, preferring to try and work it out himself.  However, he now agreed with 
his parents that it was time to seek help from the school.  When Jenny contacted 
the Year 7 Coordinator, the response she received stood in marked contrast to the 
denial she had encountered from the other boy’s parents.  Jenny describes how he 
immediately acknowledged the unacceptability of the behaviour and undertook to 
intervene in the situation: ‘He was very much keen to do something, very keen. 
That was his instant response.’  Further, he reassured Will that what had been 
going on was ‘absolutely not on in this school. And we don’t tolerate this sort of 
behaviour and we really want to stop it’.  
Jenny was happy with the ongoing support the Year 7 Coordinator 
provided for Will and describes how they worked together to put a stop to the 
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bullying.  She tells how he asked Will to come and talk to him ‘every single time 
something happens’ and encouraged him to see this as a way of standing up 
against bullying within the school generally: 
He said to Will, ‘Look, I know this is hard but I think a lot of kids are going 
to be very um, in some ways you are setting an example.  You are standing 
up against something that shouldn’t go on.’  And he said, ‘Other kids will 
notice.  Hard as it is for you, they will notice that you’re prepared to stand up 
against it.’   
In Jenny’s view this clear acknowledgement of the bullying played an important 
part in its resolution, enabling Will to ‘do the hard yards on it’ by reporting 
incidents as they occurred.  This then allowed the Year 7 Coordinator to respond 
to each incident in a consistent and timely manner until ‘eventually it all settled 
down’.  
Louise also emphasises the importance of the acknowledgement she 
received from her daughter’s school when she contacted them about the physical 
threats and cyber bullying Charley had experienced.  On the same day that she 
emailed the Year Coordinator about the bullying, she received a response in 
which he concurred with her assessment of the behaviour as bullying, describing 
it as ‘disgusting behaviour’ and outlined the sanctions which would be taken 
against the girls if they ‘continued to bully’.  Louise was happy that the school 
had taken her report seriously and was taking action to intervene.  However, she 
also notes that the school’s response may have been influenced by the fact that 
hers was not the first report of bullying concerning these particular girls: 
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I think by the time I reported it I wasn’t the first or the only report about the 
behaviour of the same group of people.  Um, so there was an established 
pattern already.  In a sense, they had a track record.   
Further, Louise notes that the behaviour she reported was clearly 
identifiable as bullying and had come after a period in which Charley experienced 
a range of behaviours which were more open to interpretation and which might be 
seen as ‘just being mean’.  Louise observes that bullying behaviours occur on a 
spectrum and parents need to make a judgement about the point at which it is 
necessary or advisable to report it: 
I mean for a while Charley didn’t want me to report it.  She felt she was 
coping on her own, and she had some coping mechanisms, and she was.  It 
wasn’t bothering her.  But when it escalated it was.  So you’ve got to make a 
judgement about – I mean because you can’t rush in and fight every battle.  
There’s a point at which they have to learn to get on with people, whatever.  
So someone being a bit mean, or whatever, is one end of the spectrum, but 
once – you know and calling you names and stuff, it’s kind of unpleasant, 
but it’s kind of middling – but once they get to threats and spreading false 
rumours and all the rest of it, then you definitely have to step in.   
Matters of interpretation also posed difficulties for Lisa in deciding 
whether or not she should make a report of bullying at her daughter Jessie’s new 
school.  When Lisa first realised that Jessie was unhappy at school she was unsure 
if the issue was one of bullying or ‘just normal friend type stuff’.  She describes 
how she tried to tease this out with Jessie: 
‘Is this just a difference of opinion and something where you don’t like 
someone and they don’t like you, or are they actually deliberately trying to 
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make you unhappy?’ So to me that’s kind of a, that’s that line.  You know 
there is a certain amount of stuff that you’ve got to deal with...You know I 
start off by saying to Jessie, ‘Everyone has the right not to like you and you 
have the right not to like them.  Um, you don’t have to be friends with 
everyone.’   
When Jessie became increasingly disturbed by what was happening at 
school, Lisa pressed her for details of incidents, telling her that if they were going 
to do anything about it they would need to be specific: ‘Um, I can’t ring the 
school or speak to your teacher and say Jessie says they’re bullying.  Because 
their first question is going to be, “What has happened?”’  Eventually Jessie cited 
a couple of incidents which Lisa then reported to her class teacher.  The teacher 
responded with immediate concern, telling Lisa that she would ‘get right onto it’.  
Lisa was happy with the seriousness with which the school seemed to regard her 
report as indicated by the fact that it was referred on to the Deputy Principal.  She 
did, however, experience a moment of doubt when it seemed that the Deputy 
Principal interpreted the behaviour she had reported as social ineptitude rather 
than malicious bullying.  Based on stories she had heard from other parents, Lisa 
was concerned that this meant that the school would ignore or attempt to deny the 
bullying: 
And that part made me think, ‘Oh here we go, we are going into school 
mode of saying bullying doesn’t happen’ ... Because that was my, you know 
having spoken to a lot of people about when they’ve experienced bullying 
with their kids, generally, people feel that the schools don’t respond very 
well.  That’s my experience with other friends. But um so when he said that I 
was ready to kind of think, ‘Oh here we go, we’re being set up to be not 
dealt with.’ 
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However, her concerns were allayed when the Deputy Principal went on to 
resolve the situation ‘really quickly and well’.  He informed Lisa that while he 
was satisfied that the incidents she had reported were misunderstandings which 
had now been resolved, he had discovered a derogatory social media post about 
Jessie which he regarded as a serious issue and would be pursuing.  For Lisa, this 
discovery overshadowed her concerns about the incidents she had originally 
reported and she was relieved that the school recognised it as a serious issue: 
And that gave me the creeps that one, because you know the whole idea that 
you can’t just go home and you know, if you are being bullied at school, if 
you can’t go home and not, that whole cyber thing adds a whole new 
element to it I think...So he hauled the kid in quick smart. Um, it [the page] 
was taken off immediately and um, a letter was sent to that child’s parent. 
In addition to these disciplinary measures, the school initiated class discussions 
about the responsible use of social media and follow up meetings were held 
between the Deputy Principal and a number of girls in the class.  In Lisa’s view 
these combined actions sent a clear message to the girls that the behaviour would 
not be tolerated and from that time on Jessie did not report any further incidents.  
A Clear Plan of Action  
In the restitution narrative, the diagnosis of an illness is followed by a plan 
for its treatment.  According to Frank those who tell restitution narratives seek a 
return of predictability in their lives and look to professionals to prescribe a 
course of action which will restore them to health.  Similarly, parents who took 
part in this study looked to schools to provide a clear plan of action to restore a 
sense of safety in their child’s day to day life at school.  Those parents who told 
their stories as restitution narratives found reassurance in knowing that their 
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child’s school had clear policies and processes in place to deal with bullying.  In 
these accounts, school bullying policies were not just words on paper, but were 
enacted as clear systems of pastoral care, behaviour management and 
communication with parents.  
In her account, Jenny portrays the Year 7 Coordinator as a very 
experienced teacher who knew what to do to put a stop to the bullying.  She tells 
how he quickly laid out a plan which would enable him to follow up any further 
incidents of bullying directed towards Will: 
We talked to John and he said, ‘Now, what you need to do Will, is you need 
to come and talk to me every single time something happens.  And you need 
to do it on the day as soon as possible.  Because then I will deal with it.’  
So we started off with Will trying to report to him any further events at 
school.  And, as a consequence, John then called those kids into his office 
and spoke to them and said, ‘This is not on.  You need to stop it.’ 
Jenny saw these actions as being in line with the school’s policies regarding 
student behaviour which are clearly communicated to students and their parents 
via student diaries: 
They’ve got very clear policies, very clear guidelines, they’re all there in 
writing for them to read in their diaries, um: ‘This is what happens if you 
don’t behave properly.’  And so that was very clear, right from the beginning, 
we knew that they had a very clear process for dealing with it.  
At the same time, Jenny expressed appreciation for the way in which the 
Year 7 Coordinator recognised the situation as one which required attention to 
pastoral care as well as disciplinary action.  She tells how he facilitated a meeting 
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with Will and some of his classmates to think of ways they could help one of the 
boys who had been bullying Will, to provide him with greater social support 
whilst also trying to stop the bullying behaviours: 
And that meeting did go ahead. Will was happy to be part of it. So it was 
very much taking a community approach.  And saying, ‘You know, we’re all 
part of a community, things happen to members of our community at 
different times, and we need to get together and work out what’s the best 
way. What ideas do we have?’ 
Although it took some weeks for these measures to stop the bullying, throughout 
this period Jenny found reassurance in the frequent communication she had with 
the Year 7 Coordinator.  Through emails and face to face meetings they 
exchanged information about how things were progressing and what else might be 
done to support Will through the process. 
Louise also notes the close congruence between the stated bullying 
policies at her daughter’s school and the actions taken by the school when she 
made her report of bullying.  As discussed previously, Louise was well aware of 
the school’s ‘zero tolerance’ stance on bullying behaviours.  Consequently, she 
had some confidence that the school would act on her report of bullying.  She also 
highlights the importance for parents of knowing who to contact within the school 
to report bullying.  She observes that, having met and established a relationship 
with Charley’s Home Room teacher at the start of the year, she fully expected that 
she could contact him about the bullying and he would respond to her concerns: 
I had already established a relationship, you know, I had met the Home 
Room teacher.  He had given me this expectation that he was contactable, 
that he was responsive, that he would talk to me about any of my concerns.  
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So I was in a position where I was fairly sure that something was going to be 
done, that my report was going to be taken seriously.  
As it happened, Charley’s Home Room teacher was absent on the day 
Louise tried to contact him, but Louise was aware that she could also contact the 
Grade 7 Year Coordinator with her concerns.  She emailed him and received a 
response the same day in which he outlined the steps he had already taken and 
those he would be taking to intervene in the bullying.  Louise was satisfied with 
this response, but was also reassured by the knowledge that she would have the 
opportunity to discuss the issue further with Charley’s Home Group teacher at an 
upcoming parent-teacher meeting.  Although the bullying directed towards 
Charley had stopped by the time this meeting took place, Louise was pleased to 
learn that Charley’s Home Group teacher and other teaching staff had been made 
aware of the situation and were continuing to work with the perpetrators of the 
bullying through counselling and social skills training.  For Louise, this 
information provided confirmation that the school did indeed take reports of 
bullying seriously and had provided a comprehensive response. 
In addition to quickly stopping the bullying, Louise notes that a further 
positive outcome of the way in which the school responded to her report was that 
Charley now trusted the school’s reporting processes.  Previously, Charley had 
expressed concerns that reporting bullying to the school would only ‘make things 
worse’.  When this proved not to be the case, she and her friends began to use the 
school’s student reporting system whenever they experienced or witnessed 
bullying.  As Louise explains, this allowed her to step back again and let Charley 
take responsibility for alerting the school to any further problems: 
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I haven’t had to get involved again, because by the time I know it’s happened, 
Charley said, ‘Oh no, we’ve put in a Bullying and Harassment form about that 
already.’... They all know, all the students know, that if they’re being harassed or 
bullied in any way, they can report it via this form.  And obviously they know that 
action will then be taken.  That they will be spoken to about what they said, and the 
others will be spoken to.  So it’s a sort of an alerting mechanism that they feel 
comfortable using and accessing.  And um, that the school takes seriously, and 
actually acts on.  
Louise’s description of the trust Charley now has in the school’s reporting 
systems reflects her own satisfaction with the way that the school responded to 
her report of bullying.  For Louise, a key factor in this was the congruence 
between the stated bullying policies of the school and the clear processes she 
encountered when she made her report of bullying. 
Similarly, Lisa found reassurance in knowing that the school had a 
‘definite plan of action’ to resolve the bullying her daughter was experiencing.  
She also appreciated the frequent communication she had with school staff as they 
worked to resolve the problem.  However, while Jenny and Louise viewed the 
response they received from their child’s school as evidence of a close match 
between the school’s stated bullying policies and the way in which they were 
implemented, Lisa saw the school’s response as part of a broader policy of 
responding quickly to parental concerns about any aspect of their child’s 
education:  
I think it actually links into that they have a policy of responding quickly to 
all sorts of things.  So I think on the first day, when we went in on the first 
day, when the parents came in the Deputy Principal spoke at that thing of, ‘If 
there is ever a problem, we want to deal with it within three days. As soon as 
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you are concerned come to us, talk to us. Within three days we will have, 
you know, something will be happening.’   
Nonetheless, all three parents represented the response they received from their 
child’s school as evidence of a clear connection between the stated policies at the 
school and the systems in place to support them.  
Parental Agency 
As noted previously, a key feature of the restitution narrative is that the 
storyteller does not position themselves as an active agent in bringing about a 
resolution to the problem at hand.  According to Frank, agency in the restitution 
narrative lies most often with professionals who use their expert knowledge to 
resolve the problem.  Further, Frank argues that within this narrative type, the 
relationship between the storyteller and the active agent is represented as 
asymmetrical and the person ‘who adopts this narrative as his own self-story 
thereby accepts a place in a moral order that subordinates him as an individual’ 
(Frank, 2013, p. 93).  
In this study, only a few parents represented school staff as active agents 
in bringing about a resolution to the bullying they had reported.  Those parents 
who told their stories as restitution narratives gave detailed accounts of the actions 
taken by school staff which brought an end to the bullying.  However, unlike the 
narrator of the restitution narrative, these parents do not position themselves as 
subordinate to the professionals from whom they sought help.  Rather, these 
parents’ stories are imbued with a sense of collaboration as they describe the close 
communication maintained between themselves and school staff until such time as 
both parties agreed that the bullying had been resolved.  Further, these parents do 
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not represent themselves as passive recipients of the solutions offered by the 
school.  Rather, they describe how they actively scrutinised the response they 
received from the school and were ready to seek alternative solutions if the school 
failed to prevent further bullying of their child.  
In her account, Jenny portrays the Year 7 Coordinator as a skilled 
professional with many years of experience working with this particular age group.  
She describes how she and Will took heart from the counsel he gave them 
‘because he’s been Year 7 Coordinator for a long time there, so he knows about 
stuff’.  In particular Jenny was impressed by his understanding of the complex 
social dynamics which underlie bullying situations and the need to take a 
‘communal’ approach to resolving them; a view which she strongly shares and 
expounded on during our interview.   
However, Jenny was not as approving of all the interventions suggested by 
the school.  She tells how, at an initial meeting about the bullying, she vetoed 
suggestions by Will’s Home Group teacher who seemed ‘very much into a 
punishment perspective’ which neither she or Will were ‘at all comfortable with’.  
For Jenny it was very important that there was agreement between all parties 
about how to handle the situation and she was relieved when the Home Group 
teacher agreed to ‘step out’ of the situation.  Jenny goes on to describe how she 
and the Year 7 Coordinator then worked collaboratively to bring an end to the 
bullying, with each contacting the other as the need arose: 
Um, and it was, it was very easy to make appointments.  If I said, ‘John, we 
need to have another appointment’ he’d say, ‘Yep, it can be today at 2 
o’clock, or it can be tomorrow at 8 o’clock.  You know, whatever works best 
for you.’  So very responsive; he wasn’t saying, ‘Oh, can we make it next 
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Friday?’  He was right, very much wanting to be on to it.  And, so I don’t 
know how many meetings we had with John. 
Louise also clearly positions her daughter’s Year Coordinator as an active 
agent in resolving the bullying when she says that it ‘stopped as a result of what 
he had done’.  However, she also represents herself as a participant in resolving 
the problem when she details the actions she took to prevent further bullying of 
Charley on Facebook:  
And fortunately I know enough about Facebook and how it all works to 
know that we could stop that by blocking those people. She didn’t know 
that...So I showed her how to.  I knew you could do it, but I had to look up 
how.  Um, so we managed to stop that, by blocking them. 
Although Louise was happy with the response she received from the school, she 
indicates that had this not been the case she would have been prepared to pursue 
the matter further: ‘If you don’t get a positive response you have to keep asking 
why not and what’s happening and so forth.’   
Similarly, Lisa is appreciative of the actions taken by the school but 
continues to monitor the situation, remaining alert to any recurrence of bullying 
directed towards Jessie.  She tells how she listened in to a phone call Jessie 
received from a classmate, fearing that it may be a continuation of the bullying:  
On the Saturday after the term had finished we got a phone call from one of 
these girls...And I thought, ‘Oh, here we go.’  And that’s where I thought we 
were lining up for a malicious bullying type thing...And I heard, I listened in, 
not on the other side, I just stood in the same room, um, because I was 
concerned that they were going to, that they were pursuing her. 
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Although Jessie showed no sign that this was the case, Lisa reported the call to the 
Deputy Principal who then ‘hauled’ the girls in to question them about it.  In 
Lisa’s view, this action conveyed a clear message to the girls that the school 
would not tolerate bullying, and ‘that was the end of it’.  However, Lisa remained 
wary of the potential for further cyber bullying and told the Deputy Principal that 
although she was now happy to let the matter drop, cyber bullying ‘is something 
that we have to be aware of forever’.  For Lisa, this brief experience with cyber  
bullying alerts her to the need to remain vigilant as Jessie and her peers enter 
adolescence: ‘It certainly makes you think: What if you get someone, you know, 
in a year or two when they’re older and they’ve got more capacity to be 
deliberately um, you know, mean?’ 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have shown how Jenny, Louise and Lisa gave accounts 
which resonate strongly with key features of the restitution narrative.  However, in 
contrast to the restitution narrative as described by Frank, these parents do not 
position themselves as subordinate to the professionals from whom they seek help.  
Rather they maintain a strong sense of agency in their dealings with the school 
and a preparedness to advocate strongly on behalf of their child should the need 
arise.  In these accounts there is an awareness that, although the bullying their 
child experienced was resolved, things could have turned out quite differently.  As 
I will show in the following chapters, the response that parents receive from 
school staff to their initial reports of bullying is pivotal to how they narrate their 
reporting experiences and the type of agency they claim for themselves as they do 
so.   
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Chapter 7: Chaos 
Introduction 
The second narrative type proposed by Arthur Frank in The Wounded 
Storyteller (2013), is the chaos narrative, which he defines as opposite to 
restitution in that ‘its plot imagines life never getting better’ (p. 97).  While the 
restitution narrative is underpinned by the modernist assumption that illness can 
be cured through the application of professional expertise, the chaos narrative 
represents the fear that there is no cure to be found and suffering will continue 
indefinitely.  Frank argues that ‘in these stories the modernist bulwark of remedy, 
progress and professionalism cracks to reveal vulnerability, futility and impotence’ 
(p. 97).  A key feature of the chaos narrative is the sense that no-one is in control: 
neither the storyteller nor the professionals from whom they seek help are able to 
solve the problem at hand.  According to Frank, chaos narratives provoke anxiety 
because they ‘tell how easily any of us could be sucked under’ (p. 97).  While 
restitution narratives provide reassurance that things will turn out alright in the 
end, chaos narratives contain the threat that at any moment any one of us could 
fall victim to pain and suffering without end. 
Many of the parents who participated in this study gave accounts which 
evoked elements of the chaos narrative.  Many described feeling powerless as 
they witnessed their child’s distress and the school took no effective action in 
response to their reports of bullying.  Some also described how the ineffective 
response they received from the school not only put their child at risk of further 
bullying, but also served to undermine their confidence in themselves as a parent.  
In particular, a number of parents told how the lack of acknowledgement they 
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received from the school of the validity of their claims of bullying prompted them 
to question their own judgement and to doubt themselves in their role as a parent.   
The sense of powerlessness and self-doubt expressed by these parents 
resonates strongly with the lack of agency which characterises the chaos narrative.  
However, only one parent adhered to this aspect of the chaos narrative throughout 
their account.  In this study, Martin’s account is notable in that he was the only 
parent who portrayed himself as completely powerless to alter his child’s situation 
at school and did not envisage an end to the bullying she was experiencing.  
Others described periods of intense frustration and self-doubt, but also expressed a 
strong determination to take control of the situation.  For these parents, the 
realisation that they could not rely on the school to protect their child from further 
bullying represents a turning point in their story when they decided to take further 
action themselves to resolve the problem.  In doing so, these parents depart from 
the extreme vulnerability of the chaos narrative and begin to represent themselves 
as active agents in bringing an end to the bullying their child was experiencing. 
In this chapter I focus on Martin’s account as well as those of two other 
parents, Eve and Amanda, whose children were bullied at school over a period of 
several years.  In what follows, I explore how these parents evoke key elements of 
the chaos narrative in their accounts.  In particular, I consider how they represent 
the response they received from the school to their reports of bullying, and the 
influence this has for the type of agency they claim for themselves in their 
accounts. 
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An Ongoing Saga 
In the restitution narrative illness is represented as a temporary condition 
with a beginning and an end.  By contrast, in the chaos narrative there is no clear 
sense of how or when the illness began and no end to it in sight.  As Frank 
explains, one of the reasons that chaos narratives can be so difficult to listen to is 
that they frustrate expectations of narrative sequencing and causality, of one thing 
leading to another.  Frank argues that a sense of genesis in a story is important 
because it ‘sets in place subsequent narrative order: something early results in 
something else later on’ (p. 108).  However, in the chaos narrative the genesis of 
an illness is often lost in the detail of attendant troubles and ‘which came first ... is 
impossible to sort out’ (p. 108).  Further, in the chaos narrative there is no sense 
of an ending. There is only a sense of being stuck in ‘an incessant present’ in 
which events cycle round repeatedly (p. 99).   
While many of the parents who took part in this study gave a clear 
description of how and when the bullying of their child began, Martin, Eve and 
Amanda all represented the bullying their child experienced as part of a complex 
web of longstanding difficulties with no clear beginning.  Martin began his 
account by stating that it seemed as though his daughter’s troubles with bullying 
were part of an ‘ongoing saga’ which had been present in one form or another 
since her early years in primary school.  When we met for our interview, Martin’s 
daughter Angela was in Year 7 at an independent school where she had 
experienced frequent relational bullying over the previous two years.  However, 
Martin recalls that Angela’s earlier years at their local government primary school 
were also fraught with social difficulty, which he and his wife slowly came to see 
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in terms of bullying and ‘an almost tribal gathering to persecute or zero in on a 
specific type of person’.   
In Martin’s view, the causes of the bullying Angela experienced are 
entangled with broader cultural issues regarding how students and schools 
respond to difference.  Throughout his account, Martin draws connections 
between the relational bullying directed towards Angela by her peers and her 
academic giftedness which marks her out as socially different.  He tells how, by 
virtue of having interests which lie outside ‘the mainstream’ or popular culture, 
Angela ‘suffers the social consequences of not fitting’ and is made vulnerable as a 
target for bullying.  Martin also associates the bullying Angela experienced with a 
refusal on the part of both schools she had attended to make any special 
provisions which might help her to feel more accepted and valued at school: 
[They] simply didn’t want to individualise any help that they could give to a 
child.  So they wanted, they would say, and I’ve heard this so often,‘We 
don’t want to make a special case of such and such.’ 
KH:  Right. So this was in relation to her academic work? 
This was in relation to being, being as we saw it, bullied, because she had 
certain specific unusual interests and is by character a little bit eccentric...It 
didn’t want to create special conditions that might make her happier by for 
instance, giving her out of hours tutoring or something to engage that sort of 
brain food that she needed to keep her, to keep her interested, but also to 
realise that her interests, that there was nothing wrong with being interested 
in those kinds of things. 
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Martin had hoped that when Angela moved to an independent school in 
Year 5 she would find an environment which was more supportive of her, both 
educationally and socially.  However, he says that her new school either did not 
have the capacity or was not willing to accommodate her differences and the 
bullying ‘got worse’.  By the time she was in Year 7 Angela had become highly 
anxious about social relations at school.  Despite having numerous meetings with 
school staff to discuss the matter, Martin was frustrated by the lack of a cohesive 
plan from the school to prevent further bullying of his daughter.  The bullying 
continued and Martin felt trapped in a cycle of trying to deal with each new crisis 
as it arose: 
I don’t see any way at the moment of us handling it, other than the way the 
school wants us to handle it, which is event by event.  Um, and because of 
that, you don’t see, you know, it’s hard to see an end to it.  
Here, Martin evokes the hopelessness of the chaos narrative in which the 
storyteller cannot envisage any end to the suffering they describe.  This sense of 
hopelessness is exacerbated by the fear that if he were to move Angela to yet 
another school, she would only be bullied again.  For Martin, this fear is bound up 
with a notion of bullying as behaviour which is caused by victims themselves, a 
notion which he also strongly resists: 
And then in our weaker moments we think, ‘What if she was at another 
school?’ And, I’m pretty certain that same thing would happen.  But when I 
say that, in fact saying it to you, behind that is me thinking, ‘I wonder if my 
daughter will cause this to happen in another school the way she has caused 
it to happen in this school.’ And that is highly objectionable. 
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In her account, Eve also presents the bullying her daughter experienced as 
‘an ongoing thing’ spanning ‘two completely different schools’ over several years.  
At the time of our interview Eve’s daughter Jade was in Year 6 at a small 
government school in a rural area where she had experienced more than two years 
of relational bullying.  She had also been bullied during her early years at school 
before the family moved to Tasmania.  Like Martin, Eve associates the bullying 
her daughter encountered with a complex range of factors and struggles to give a 
clear account of its genesis. While she partially attributes the bullying Jade 
experienced on her arrival in Tasmania to the culture of the school and the small 
rural community of which it is a part, she also wonders if her own childhood 
experiences of bullying have caused Jade to become ‘the kind of person’ who is 
bullied:   
Be it whether, be Jade a victim, or whether, I don’t know, the kind of person, 
I don’t know, - or hereditary, because I remember I went through a terrible 
situation.  I remember myself being bullied, and, and my parents having to 
step into the school, and I remember it making it all worse. And then I found 
myself all these years later going through it with my own daughter.  
Here, Eve portrays the bullying Jade encountered as family history 
repeated.  She refers to this memory a number of times in her account, and in 
doing so evokes a sense of being stuck in a family pattern which she feels 
powerless to change.  The story also serves to emphasise the high stakes involved 
in Eve’s decision to ignore the cautionary tales from her past and report the 
bullying to her daughter’s schools.  Eve stresses how difficult it was for her to 
approach Jade’s teachers about the bullying, fearing that she would ‘make things 
worse’ as her parents had when she was bullied at school.  She tells how each 
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time she reported the bullying, the ineffective responses she received from the 
school only served to confirm these fears: ‘The thing that I had dreaded from the 
very beginning is what happened to her. That, you know, things actually got 
worse.’   
When Eve first approached Jade’s class teacher at her former school to 
discuss how Jade was being excluded from playground games by her classmates, 
she was hopeful that the teacher would ‘make a difference and be able to help 
Jade’.  However, she tells how the teacher’s poor management of the situation 
caused an escalation in the bullying, and thus confirmed her initial reservations 
about contacting the school.  Soon after this the family moved to a small rural 
community in Tasmania and Eve hoped that the move would provide a fresh start 
for Jade.  However, she tells how Jade began to be bullied ‘on day two’ at her new 
school and was told by her classmates that she was not welcome at the school.   
Over the next two years Jade became increasingly anxious as she was 
excluded and harassed by the girls in her class.  Eve tells how she reported the 
bullying to the school numerous times without any effective response.  Each time 
she spoke with staff about the bullying she left feeling hopeful that the problem 
would be solved.  However, each time she was disappointed by the lack of 
effective action from the school and the bullying continued: ‘We all left feeling 
like, there’s an awareness, let’s just see where it goes.  Well it didn’t go anywhere 
other than really, continue to get really bad.’  
In describing these experiences Eve evokes the sense of being trapped in a 
repeating cycle of events which is a key feature of the chaos narrative.  However, 
in contrast to the lack of resolution offered by the chaos narrative, Eve tells how 
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the bullying Jade experienced at school did eventually subside.  By the time she 
was in Year 6, the social dynamics in the class had changed and Jade was far less 
anxious about school.  Eve attributes this to a range of factors including her own 
actions in demanding that the Principal take a much stronger stance on bullying in 
the school.  Further, she observes that with the end of primary school in sight Jade 
had begun to look forward to moving on to secondary school with a completely 
different set of children: 
It’s been the last year that we’ve gotten on top of it all and resolved it to the 
point where, where there’s only, she’s out of there.  She knows that she is 
not going to be going to the same high school as these other girls. She knows 
that, you know, the time frame of it all is bearable.  
In this way, Eve’s account reflects aspects of the restitution narrative in 
which the storyteller either looks back on a period of suffering which is now at an 
end or forward to a time when the suffering will end.  However, her account also 
draws attention to the ongoing effects of the bullying which she imagines Jade 
will continue to carry with her: 
I would have liked for you know, yeah, not to have had to, for her, not to 
have had to go through all that pain, and come out you know, years later 
with that, that scar.  You know, and having to carry that.   
In her account, Amanda also tells of the trauma that she and her daughter 
Freya suffered through more than two years of Freya being bullied at school.  
When I met with Amanda, Freya was in Year 6 at a government school where she 
had been bullied from Years 3 to 5.  Like Eve, Amanda also describes how the 
bullying was eventually resolved.  She attributes this to a combination of her own 
actions and a shift in the culture at the school due to the appointment of a new 
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Principal.  Although she tells how the bullying eventually came to an end, the 
bulk of Amanda’s account concerns the trauma she experienced while witnessing 
her daughter’s distress and feeling powerless to help.  From this perspective, her 
account speaks directly to the lack of agency which is central to the chaos 
narrative.  
For Amanda, as for Martin and Eve, it was difficult to pinpoint exactly 
when the bullying began.  She observes that Freya found social relations at school 
a shock from the start as they were in such contrast to how she was treated at 
home.  Amanda explains that as the only child of a single mother, Freya was used 
to having her voice heard and her opinions valued.  As a teacher herself, Amanda 
could see how Freya’s expectations surrounding this might pose problems for her 
at school.  However, as Freya told her more about what was happening at school 
Amanda began to see it in terms of bullying: 
Essentially we were talking about a situation where she belonged to a group, 
but she would get kicked out of that group, so often, like multiple times a 
week.  She didn’t know where she stood with them, and I started realising 
through the stories she told me at home that she really was getting treated 
badly.  There was no, I had to tell her, as a parent, that that wasn’t an OK 
way to treat people and she shouldn’t expect that was OK. 
Although Amanda advised Freya to report the bullying to the teachers, 
Freya refused to do so after she found that ‘the teacher’s intervention was either 
useless or made it worse’.  Much of the trauma Amanda describes revolved 
around repeated arguments she had with Freya about the bullying and what to do 
about it.  Amanda describes how frustrated and angry she felt when Freya told her 
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the same stories about what was happening at school but they could not agree on 
any way forward:  
Um, yeah so there was a point where I think it was affecting my work, it was 
affecting my relationship with her, I was getting angry when she was telling 
me. Like I’d gotten, I’d cried about it, I’d been upset about it but I actually 
was getting so frustrated that she kept telling me the same things over and 
over and they were really upsetting, but nothing was happening and she 
wasn’t willing to go to a teacher again.  
Further, Amanda began to fear that by this stage Freya had become so ostracised 
at school that there was little that could be done to alter her situation:   
I thought maybe at this particular school, maybe she had just gotten into a 
situation that it just couldn’t get better ... through my own observations of 
watching kids socially interact at my work, I had this sinking feeling that, 
‘Oh, I don’t think this is going to get better, no matter who intervenes or 
what is done now’. 
In this way, Amanda’s account evokes the sense of a problem ‘never 
getting better’ which Frank describes as typical of the chaos narrative.  While 
Amanda says that her story ‘sounds like it has got a happy ending’ because the 
bullying did eventually come to an end, she emphasises the ‘harrowing’ effects 
that it had while it lasted.  Further, like Eve, Amanda sees that the bullying has 
had lasting effects on her daughter, such as a level of defensiveness in relation to 
her peers and a ‘jaded’ attitude toward school in general. 
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Don’t Call it Bullying 
In contrast to the restitution narrative in which diagnosis precedes a plan 
of treatment, in the chaos narrative there is no clear identification of the nature of 
the problem and therefore no way to go about solving it.  As Frank explains, 
naming one’s illness is a crucial step in overcoming it: ‘In the naming story the 
protagonist has to guess the true name of the antagonist ...the antagonist’s power 
can only be undone by speaking his true name’ (p. 75).  In the chaos narrative 
those who suffer are denied a voice to name their suffering and therefore cannot 
overcome it.  
Many of the parents in this study evoked this element of the chaos 
narrative as they described their deep frustration at the lack of acknowledgement 
they received from their child’s school of the validity of their claims of bullying.  
Parents feared that unless the behaviour they reported was acknowledged as 
bullying, there would be no action taken and the bullying would continue.  Such a 
lack of acknowledgement led some parents to question their own judgement and 
to wonder if what their child was experiencing was not bullying after all, but 
normal childhood conflict or the result of social skills deficits in their child.  Such 
uncertainty was often expressed in tandem with doubts about their parenting 
abilities, further compounding their sense of being unable to alter to the situation. 
Throughout his account Martin presents himself as someone who has 
struggled to be heard by his daughter’s school, and who has been denied the right 
to name her experiences as bullying.  He describes how he made numerous 
attempts to ‘tackle’ school staff about the bullying, but each time he felt as though 
he was being dismissed or placated as an ‘anxious parent’.  He tells how he 
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approached Angela’s class teacher who spoke glowingly about her academic 
achievements but would not recognise that the social difficulties she experienced 
at school were related to bullying: 
‘What fantastic grades, what wonderful work etc. etc. but’, and there was a 
big but, ‘we are not going to, we are not going to recognise that there is 
anything other the matter than, ah with a little bit of encouragement, ah, 
couldn’t be solved.’   
Although Angela’s teacher gave Martin the impression that ‘nothing was 
wrong’ at school, she continued to come home highly distressed by the way she 
was treated by her classmates.  Finally, Martin arranged a formal meeting with the 
Principal and other key staff at the school to discuss his concerns.  He describes 
how he supported his claim that Angela was being bullied by detailing the kinds 
of events that were happening and noting that they were repeated, a key element 
in the definition of bullying.  However, he was dismayed when staff rejected his 
interpretation of events and specifically directed him not to call the behaviour 
bullying.  Throughout his account, Martin is highly critical of the dismissive 
attitude displayed by staff towards the issue of bullying: ‘Almost as though it’s 
something um, it’s something dirty that the school doesn’t, that they see 
something that should be swept under the carpet.’  Further, Martin presents the 
school’s refusal to acknowledge the bullying Angela was experiencing as one of 
the main reasons it continued over such a long period of time: 
The issue of, of bullying, it’s so difficult.  It’s so difficult to talk with the 
school about something that is occurring that’s not allowed to have a label, 
and it not be just a sort of repetition over a protracted period of time of the 
same issues. 
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The extreme frustration which Martin felt as a result of this repetition of 
issues is a theme to which he returns numerous times throughout his account.  In 
this way, his account evokes the sense of being stuck in an ‘incessant present’ 
which Frank describes as a key characteristic of the chaos narrative.  Similarly, 
Eve feared that an apparent inability on the part of her daughter’s teachers to ‘see’ 
the bullying directed towards Jade meant that it would continue indefinitely.  
When she first raised the issue with Jade’s class teacher she was told that the 
teachers would try and observe what was happening in the playground before 
taking any action.  However, Eve describes how the teachers failed to notice the 
bullying, thus allowing it to continue.  Eve then started spending time in the 
playground at recess and lunchtimes to try and monitor the situation herself.  She 
contrasts how easy it was for her to see the bullying directed towards her daughter 
‘as clear as day’ while the teachers, whose job it was to supervise the children, did 
not.  As she later told the Principal: 
It doesn’t take much.  I said, ‘You’ve got two, two teachers, they’re saying 
that they’re not seeing these incidents and I’m seeing stuff.  I’m seeing rolls 
of eyes and I’m seeing nasty um gestures, and I’m seeing the body language, 
and, you know, I’m a mother not on duty, to be in the playground looking 
for these things.’  I said, ‘If you’re having trouble seeing them’, I said, ‘put 
more staff on.  The rest of the staff are sitting in the staff room having their 
tea and coffee!’ 
Eve presents the school’s failure to acknowledge the bullying not only as a 
failure in pastoral care but also as an implied criticism of the veracity of her 
reports: ‘And it sort of made me feel as well like, I’m telling the truth here!’  For 
Eve, this had an incapacitating effect, causing her to worry about how she would 
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be perceived by Jade’s teachers if she approached them about the bullying again.  
She tells how one day she broke down in tears and told one of the teachers of her 
dilemma: 
I just let it all out and said you know, ‘This is, this is out of control, there 
seems to be, um’— I said to her that I felt really stuck.  I didn’t want to, 
‘I’ve already spoken, we’ve talked to the teacher about it.’  I said, ‘I don’t 
want to be the problem parent and I don’t want to make things worse by, you 
know?’ And I said, oh, and just went on about all the things, and you know, 
‘It’s gotten really bad. It’s bad.’   
Amanda’s story also illustrates the detrimental effects that a lack of 
acknowledgment can have on communications between parents and schools about 
bullying.  Early on in her account Amanda identifies this as the main source of her 
dissatisfaction with the way her daughter’s school responded to incidents of 
bullying:  
I was not very happy with a couple of teachers’ responses, um of stories 
Freya would tell me, say in the playground or in years past.  And the biggest 
issue that I thought this school had was they were not acknowledging 
bullying. 
Throughout her account Amanda draws on observations from her years of 
experience as a teacher to reflect on how important it is for teachers to 
acknowledge and respond to bullying situations.  She tells how, as a teacher 
herself, she understands that competing demands for teachers’ attention in the 
classroom can mean that they fail to notice or act on incidents of bullying.  
However she is adamant that failure to do so puts students at risk of further 
bullying.  By way of example she recalls how Freya’s teacher failed to intervene 
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when another student pulled a chair out from under her in front of the whole class.  
In Amanda’s view this was a blatant act of bullying intended to humiliate Freya, 
and by choosing to overlook it the teacher sent a strong message to the perpetrator 
that she could continue to act in this way towards Freya without censure: 
Now to me that’s actually a big betrayal for Freya.  That was her indicating 
that she was in physical danger almost, and this girl would then turn around 
and smirk and smile at her and let her know that she’d gotten away with it. 
Um, it put Freya in a very bad situation.  
Amanda contrasts this with the way she would handle a similar situation in her 
own teaching practice.  She explains that rather than give the behaviour ‘safe 
haven’ by overlooking it, she would call attention to it, not to humiliate the 
perpetrator, but to make it clear that she would not put up with bullying 
behaviours in her class: 
In my experience 90% of the time adults just need to not accept it.  That’s all.  
And it’s just a stance and it has to be a genuine one, but you have to be 
willing to see it as well. 
Although Amanda displays a strong sense of agency in her professional 
role with regard to dealing with bullying, as a parent she was far less sure of 
herself and how to proceed.  She tells how she struggled for two years to help 
Freya cope with the situation with no effective response from Freya’s teachers 
despite numerous meetings to discuss the matter.  Things came to a head when 
Amanda realised that over a two week period Freya had cried in bed every night 
and feigned illness to try and get out of going to school the next day.  At that point 
Amanda decided that ‘the next logical step’ was to make an appointment for 
Freya and herself to meet with the Principal.   
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However, Amanda was extremely disappointed with the response she 
received from the Principal during this meeting.  The meeting was over within 15 
minutes and the Principal gave no undertaking that the school would do anything 
to resolve the problem.  For Amanda the most disappointing aspect of this 
meeting was the Principal’s failure to acknowledge the severity of the situation: ‘I 
wanted some kind of, really that’s what I found was lacking, there was no 
acknowledgement to me of just how terrible this was.’  Although the Principal 
assured Amanda that she and Freya were both valued members of the school 
community, Amanda’s impression was that in reality the she regarded them as 
something of a nuisance for raising the issue with her: 
She didn’t want to know, she didn’t want to know.  It was either 
uncomfortable or hard work or something.  For some reason the best 
outcome for the Principal I think would have been for the problem to go 
away, for us to just deal with it and take it away somewhere else. 
Amanda represents the Principal’s response as a major breach of trust 
which had significant implications for how she and Freya saw themselves in 
relation to the school.  She tells how following the meeting Freya developed a 
more cynical attitude towards school. Rather than seeing school as a source of 
support or care, Freya now saw the school in adversarial terms:  
Freya, I could tell, felt defeated and probably really bleak, nervous about the 
future.  It certainly did affect my daughter’s faith in school. And it still has 
now. She is very jaded about the whole thing... I know that through that one 
meeting with the Principal that time, my daughter started having a more 
jaded attitude to teachers and the whole thing.  Because she saw that we 
were alone against the school. 
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Amanda also felt very dissatisfied with the outcome of the meeting and was 
‘mystified’ as to what conclusion they had come to.  Far from feeling valued by 
the Principal she says that she felt almost as though she had been ‘tricked’ by her: 
I just thought, ‘Well, what happened then?’  I felt like I had been charmed by 
her, she was quite an attractive, sophisticated woman.  And um I felt that she 
just sort of turned on all the charms and smiled and um was just lovely and 
assured us that we were very valued, but I thought, ‘But how? How? She’s 
written our name in a newsletter once.’  I couldn’t, I didn’t feel valued at all.  
No-one is in Control  
A key feature of the chaos narrative is the loss of control conveyed by the 
storyteller.  As Frank observes, ‘control and chaos exist at opposite ends of a 
continuum’ (p. 100). Whereas the restitution narrative ‘presupposes the control 
that is necessary to effect restitution’, the chaos narrative presupposes lack of 
control not only by the storyteller but also by the professionals from whom they 
seek help.  In the restitution narrative agency is external to the storyteller as these 
stories ‘demonstrate the expertise of others: their competence and their caring that 
effect the cure’ (p. 92).  By contrast, in chaos narratives agency lies nowhere as 
professional expertise is called into question and ‘chaos feeds on the sense that 
no-one is in control’ (p. 100). 
As discussed previously, those parents who told their stories as restitution 
narratives found reassurance in knowing that the school had a clear plan of action 
to respond to the bullying they had reported.  For these parents the close 
congruence between the schools’ stated bullying polices and the processes in 
place to support them provided reassurance that the school would take action to 
resolve the bullying.  However, for the majority of parents who took part in this 
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study there was no such reassurance.  Many bemoaned the lack of clear policies 
and procedures for responding to bullying at their child’s school.  Others noted 
that while the school did have broad policy statements regarding bullying, there 
was little or no congruence between those statements and what happened when 
they reported bullying of their child to the school.  Many of the parents also 
questioned the level of expertise of staff at their child’s school in relation to 
bullying issues.  For these parents such concerns provoked fears that with no-one 
in control of the situation their child would continue to be bullied. 
For example, Martin attributes the ongoing nature of the bullying of his 
daughter to the school’s failure to provide a clear plan of action to resolve the 
situation.  For Martin one of the most frustrating aspects of his reporting 
experience was the lack of information regarding what policies and processes the 
school had in place to respond to bullying situations.  As far as he was aware the 
school did not provide parents with any such information either through printed 
materials or parent information evenings.  Further, his attempts to question staff 
about their bullying policies only resulted in frustration as they responded with 
what he saw as ‘rhetoric’ about the school’s ‘individually tailored’ approach to 
pastoral care, and which he suspected was intended to placate him: 
And in fact it had the opposite effect, on me.  Um, leading up to – I never 
lost my temper.  Although at one point my wife put her hand on my arm, but 
I never lost my, I never let it get disagreeable.  But I was, I was very intense 
about it. Especially when it came to um, rhetoric, such as, ‘We are proud of 
our individual attention in this school, we pride ourselves on our attitude to 
social responsibility and guiding the children into’ – you know, all this sort 
of rubbish.  Which in principle is all very well, but it sounded like a sort of 
um, a script that they had read to parents in a similar situation before. 
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Far from placating him, this type of response only served to exacerbate Martin’s 
fear that with no clear processes in place for dealing with incidents of bullying the 
school would do little to help his daughter.  
Throughout his account Martin is highly critical of the lack of continuity 
in the school’s approach to pastoral care generally.  He tells how strategies put in 
place to support his daughter on one day were likely to collapse the next and ‘the 
teachers either don’t want to or haven’t got the time or are too exhausted to do 
anything about it’.  Although Martin acknowledges the pressures teachers are 
under, from his perspective the school’s failure to provide a coordinated response 
to bullying is an abnegation of their responsibility as educators: 
So in my weak moments I’ve said to myself they’re overworked, they’re etc.  
But then, if in the rare moments where I allow myself to talk about it, as I am 
with you, um, I feel very strongly that it’s their job.  It’s their job.  
He compares the school’s approach to bullying issues to that of a musician 
who does not play to a musical score but improvises as they go along and 
observes that with such an inconsistent approach he cannot see how the school 
will resolve the bullying: 
And they may be improvising on the basis of experience, but that, 
experience doesn’t matter in anything unless it has a long-term influence on 
outcomes, you know?  Otherwise it’s, experience is just what happened 
yesterday the day before or 50 years ago.  You know, it doesn’t, it’s 
meaningless...There’s no, there’s no um, perceptible path into the future.  
We don’t see any, any path that the school has got to deal with this sort of 
thing.  
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Similarly, in her account Eve questions the ability of school staff to 
respond effectively to bullying situations.  As noted previously, a key theme in 
Eve’s account is her fear that by reporting the bullying her daughter was 
experiencing she would only make things worse.  It is with some anguish that she 
tells how, at both schools her daughter attended, the bullying had escalated after 
she brought it to the attention of staff.  In both cases Eve attributes this to the 
ineffective interventions made by school staff.  When she spoke to the class 
teacher at Jade’s previous school about how she was being excluded in the 
playground, the teacher suggested that Jade should try to include herself more in 
her classmates’ games.  However, Eve is highly critical of the onus the teacher 
placed on Jade to alter her behaviour to solve the problem with no 
acknowledgement of the role her classmates played in actively excluding her from 
their games.  Further, she tells how the strategies the teacher suggested were 
ineffective and only resulted in Jade being humiliated further: 
What her teacher at the time, said was, ‘Don’t ask the others if you can play.  
Just include yourself and involve yourself.’...Um, it didn’t, it didn’t work.  
That’s right, it didn’t work because they’d say, ‘Did you ask?’ And so she’d 
ask the person who made up the game, and then the person who’d made up 
the game would say, ‘No. No, you can’t play.’  And she’d be excluded 
anyway.  So she had tried to do that. 
The teacher then attempted to manage the situation by raising it directly with 
Jade’s classmates.  However, in Eve’s view this worsened the situation as the girls 
resented the negative attention they thought Jade had caused them and began to 
bully her more covertly: 
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So um, oh the reason why it didn’t work well with the teacher, because she 
then brought the girls in individually, and tried to talk to the girls 
individually and um, and that’s where it um, it all got nasty behind the 
scenes in the playground. 
As discussed previously, Eve was also highly critical of the way in which 
staff at Jade’s new school in Tasmania responded to her reports of bullying.  She 
tells how after raising the matter with the Principal she was hopeful that he would 
use his authority to resolve the problem: ‘He said he was going to do everything 
within his power to you know, get on top of this.’  However, she was extremely 
disappointed when Jade described the ineffective approach he took when he raised 
the issue with students:  
He then called a big, called a talk with all the kids in the multipurpose room 
and um, now God love him, he tried his best, but it just didn’t go over.  The 
man used the softest loveliest voice: ‘Now everybody, it’s come to my 
attention that there’s been a bit of a problem, and we are going to talk about 
this.’ It was all soft and fluffy and the kids are rolling their eyes, and just, 
you know, and Jade said, she just shook her head you know, at the dinner 
table when we were talking about it. 
Although Eve acknowledges that the Principal acted with ‘the best of 
intentions’, in her view the approach he took was not only ineffective, but also 
contributed to an escalation of the bullying: 
The way in which he did that was not a way in which it had the impact that 
was needed.  What it needed was a big stern strong voice to come in there 
and say, ‘You know what? I’m not a happy Principal!’ And that was not 
what happened.  It was the opposite of that.  And as a consequence, it, it had 
the opposite effect.  Because, because then what was happening is the girls 
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were then saying, ‘Oh because of you, we had to have the big talk didn’t we?’  
You know? And really nastily, you know. So it wasn’t long after that that the 
big incident happened where, they just went too far. 
In this way, Eve’s account resonates with the sense that no-one is in control, 
which Frank describes as a key feature of the chaos narrative.  Her disappointment 
at the lack of expertise demonstrated by the Principal in managing the bullying 
stands in direct contrast to the high regard for the professionalism of school staff 
which was expressed by parents who told their stories as restitution narratives.   
Similarly, in her account Amanda questioned the ability of staff at her 
daughter’s school to manage incidents of bullying.  As noted previously, Amanda 
was critical of the way in which some teachers at the school seemed to ignore 
incidents of bullying; thereby sending a message to students that such behaviour is 
acceptable.  However, she observes that even when teachers acknowledge that 
bullying is occurring they do not always know how to stop it.  For example, she 
tells how one teacher was aware of the bullying Freya was experiencing and tried 
to help, but did not seem to know how to manage the situation: 
I got from this teacher at the time, she didn’t know what to do, a little bit.  
But not that she was lazy and not that she was ignoring it.  But that she 
actually didn’t know what to do with this group of sort of pre-teen, scary 
kind of, a lot of extreme and intense girls with extreme intense feelings, and 
a lot of silliness as well.  
Further, Amanda suggests that a lack of expertise might also explain the 
disappointing response she received from the Principal during their meeting: ‘I 
look back and I think, I don’t think she knew what to do, because she didn’t tell us, 
she did not say she’d do a thing.’  In Amanda’s view, the Principal demonstrated a 
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disappointing lack of leadership with regard to the issue of bullying and contrasts 
this with the strong stance against bullying which was taken by a new Principal 
who came to the school the following year.  She credits the new Principal with 
having created a ‘massive’ change in the culture of the school by making it clear 
to students that he would not tolerate bullying: 
I had this very interesting conversation with Freya about a month ago, or 
maybe more, but she said, ‘There’s not as much bullying now’.  And I 
realised at that moment, I looked at her and I realised we hadn’t been under 
the same stress about bullying for ages, for a long time...And she said, ‘The 
new Principal, he hates bullying.’  And I thought, ‘Wow, ever since this new 
Principal came there’s been hardly any bullying at the school’.  And it seems 
to me just that this man, this new Principal hates bullying, wants to talk 
about it, doesn’t want it in the school, will not have it in the school.  That’s 
what she kept saying: ‘It’s just not allowed.  It’s just not OK, with him.’ 
You Doubt Yourself 
As noted previously, chaos narratives can be difficult to listen to because 
they frustrate expectations of narrative sequencing and a resolution to the story.  
However, perhaps the most unsettling aspect of the chaos narrative is the lack of 
agency it affords to the storyteller and the implications this has for their sense of 
self.  According to Frank those who tell chaos narratives define themselves as 
being ‘swept along without control by life’s fundamental contingency’ (p. 102).  
In this way, the chaos narrative undermines the storyteller’s sense of themselves 
as an active agent in the world.  Thus, stories told as chaos narratives are 
characterised by the expression of doubts or anxieties about the self.  As Frank 
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notes, ‘just as the chaos narrative is an anti-narrative, so it is a non-self-story’ (p. 
105). 
In this study many parents expressed a sense of powerlessness as they 
recounted their experiences of reporting bullying to their child’s school.  For these 
parents the ineffective response they received from the school provoked anxiety 
not only about their child’s safety at school but also about their own abilities as a 
parent.  A key theme in these parents’ stories was the fear that they were failing in 
their primary duty as parent to protect their child from harm.  In addition, the lack 
of acknowledgement that they received from the school of the validity of their 
reports of bullying caused some parents to doubt their own judgement, thus 
undermining their confidence to act in their child’s best interests.  Some also 
voiced fears that they may have contributed to their child becoming a likely target 
for bullying through faults or inadequacies in their parenting.  For these parents 
the trauma of witnessing their child’s suffering was compounded by the 
incapacitating effects of doubting themselves as a parent. 
Throughout his account Martin portrays himself as powerless to protect his 
daughter from being bullied at school.  The lack of agency and sense of 
trepidation he feels in the situation is clear when he describes it as being, ‘like 
walking on eggshells’.  Early on in his account Martin positions himself as 
someone who is somewhat unsure of himself in his role as a parent.  He notes that 
as Angela is his ‘first and only child’ he did not have much experience to guide 
him in dealing with her difficulties at school.  He explains how hard it was to 
piece together information about the problems she was having with her peers and 
to know what to do about it.  At one point he observes ruefully that ‘there’s no 
such thing as being professionally trained as a parent’.  As Angela became more 
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and more distressed by her experiences at school Martin sought advice from 
mental health professionals.  He describes the reassurance he derived from having 
some professional expertise to guide him: 
Because we have found comfort in the fact that there is someone, that there 
is a professional involved who actually seems to know what they’re doing.  I 
don’t know whether that’s my own, you know, my own background and 
upbringing that has respect for that kind of, but it certainly, I suppose it’s 
like having a good doctor for physical ailments.  It’s like saying to a 
neighbour or to a friend, ‘Well maybe you should see a doctor about that’.  
You know there is a certain gravitas about having some sort of professional 
backing.  So, their help is beyond just the counselling, it’s also for us to 
know that they’re there. 
In this way, Martin’s account evokes aspects of the restitution narrative in 
which the storyteller looks to professionals to provide a remedy to their problems.  
He tells how he invited Angela’s psychologist to attend the formal meeting at the 
school to provide him with some ‘professional backing’ in outlining the risks 
posed to Angela’s mental health by the bullying she was experiencing at school.  
However, he was extremely dismayed when the Principal did not seem to listen to 
the psychologist’s advice: 
They don’t want to listen, they don’t want to have the opinions of the 
professionals. They are not interested in the parent who comes to them with 
professionals in tow, and have them confirm what the parent is saying.    
For Martin, such a lack of deference to professional advice was shocking 
and a significant blow to his hopes that the school would finally recognise the 
severity of the situation.  Related to this is the distress he felt when his own 
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standing as a management professional was not recognised by the Principal during 
the meeting.  Although Martin describes himself as being somewhat out of his 
depth as the parent of a teenage girl, throughout his account he positions himself 
as someone who is confident in his abilities as an experienced manager.  He 
describes how, drawing on his many years of experience of facilitating meetings, 
he had carefully compiled some research relating to bullying and a list of issues 
for discussion during the meeting.  He tells how, at the start of the meeting, he 
handed around these papers ‘in sort of meeting style’.  However, he was indignant 
when the Principal made a condescending joke about the amount of preparation he 
had done: ‘I expected him at least to have recognised that someone was on the 
same um management role, and not at all.’  In Martin’s view the Principal’s joke 
was intended to position him as an ‘over intense parent’ and to undermine the 
gravity of his concerns.  
The frustration Martin feels at having his concerns dismissed by the school 
is a recurring theme in his account.  At one point he tells me that some of the 
things he has said to me he has already said to the school, ‘but it’s impossible to 
get a sense of engagement about it’.  In particular, he is frustrated by the school’s 
denial that what Angela was experiencing was bullying, and their insistence that 
he should not call it so: 
And it was um, it was said in a quite dismissive way, in quite a – the 
implication was, you know, ‘You are not really in a professional position to 
have an opinion about what bullying is, or isn’t.’  And that was actually 
stated. 
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Thus, Martin positions himself as someone who has been silenced by the 
school, thus evoking a key element of the chaos narrative in which the storyteller 
is denied a voice to name their suffering.  Further, he tells how the school’s failure 
to acknowledge the bullying has caused him to ‘think defensively’ as a parent.  
Although he argues strongly that the bullying directed towards Angela has its 
causes in the culture of the school, and in society more broadly, he also wonders if 
Angela might be the type of child who attracts bullying through faults in her 
character.  In Martin’s view this is a harmful way of thinking which undermines 
his confidence in himself as a parent, and for which the school is responsible: 
I don’t know if there is a correlation – no, there’s not – I was going to say, 
you wonder whether kids who are sensitive invite this sort of behaviour from 
more confident children.  In other words, whether there is a ‘type’ of victim, 
whether there is a character type.  And, in a way it doesn’t matter whether 
there is or not, it’s bad enough.  But if parents start to wonder that kind of 
thing, it’s harmful.  It’s the school is responsible for me thinking about that 
kind of stuff in a defensive kind of way.  
Although Martin resists the notion that Angela is somehow to blame for 
the bullying, he worries that to argue the point further with the school would be 
counter-productive, since it would most likely be taken as evidence that he is 
indeed an ‘over-intense parent’ and therefore part of the problem.  Having reached 
such an impasse, Martin feels unable to act on behalf of his daughter and 
describes the outlook for her as bleak: 
So the bullying continues, but Angela’s sensitivity to it increases.  But 
there’s, there’s nothing we can, there’s nothing we can do about it other than 
go to the school when it gets to a critical stage and say, ‘This is what’s 
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happening, at this moment.’  And they say, ‘Well this is what we’ll do, at 
this moment.’  But then the following week, or indeed even the following 
day, um, it will happen again. 
Like Martin, Eve and Amanda also told of their mounting frustration and 
despair as their child experienced bullying over a period of years with no effective 
intervention from the school.  Both felt torn between their desire to protect their 
child and concerns about how they would be perceived by the school if they 
persisted in reporting incidents of bullying.  Both also expressed anguish at the 
thought that by hesitating to approach the school about the bullying they had 
failed to protect their child from harm.  However, in contrast to Martin, both Eve 
and Amanda tell how they resisted the apparent hopelessness of their child’s 
situation and were eventually able to take action on behalf of their child.  In 
framing their experiences in this way, they claim a more agentive role for 
themselves as parents than that which is offered by the chaos narrative. 
As discussed previously, a key theme in Eve’s account was her reluctance 
to contact the school about the bullying Jade was experiencing.  She presents this 
reluctance as an indication of her character and reflects on the implications it has 
for her role as an advocate for her child: 
I didn’t feel um, comfortable in just running to the school saying, ‘I’ve got a 
problem here with my child.  My child is being bullied’.  And you know, 
yeah, I guess I’m not that kind of person.  You know, I know there would be 
lots of parents that would that would just you know, at the moment there is 
an incident say, ‘No!’ and go and deal with it. 
Eve also tells how her reluctance to engage with the school about the 
bullying was compounded by the ineffective responses she received to her initial 
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reports of bullying.  She tells how staff failed to acknowledge that Jade was being 
bullied and suggested that Jade’s own behaviour was the source of the problem.  
Further, Eve felt that the implication was that there were problems with her 
parenting which had caused Jade to become the type of person who had difficulty 
‘fitting in’ at school: 
That’s what makes me want to cry - is you feel this, I must, it’s like we must 
be doing something wrong as parents.  Or she must be not, um, - Why can’t 
she fit in with the other girls? Why can’t she?  You know, I mean, she’s 
absolutely lovely, you know?  Yeah, yeah, you do, there’s that problem there 
where you feel this inadequacy of not being normal and being able to 
conform because you’ve got this, you’re an outer, on the – you know, ‘Can I, 
can I play?’ type thing.  Like you know not actively, and that, that, is the 
very uncomfortableness that I had with the teacher.  That’s, that’s the crux of 
it.  It’s hard to put into words but that’s what it is: There’s something wrong 
with me. 
Here, Eve shows how the response she received from the school to her reports of 
bullying posed a significant threat to her sense of herself as a parent.  Fearing that 
she may be labelled a ‘problem parent’, Eve hesitated to report the bullying again.  
She tells how she did not contact school again until the situation had reached 
crisis point.  Eve feels that ‘by waiting too long’ before she contacted the school 
again she failed her daughter and left her vulnerable to further bullying.  When 
Jade was physically attacked at school, Eve decided that she needed to ‘step up to 
the plate as a mother’ and advocate more strongly with the school.  Even though 
Jade protested, Eve insisted that she needed to go to the school again: 
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She’d be, ‘No Mummy, no Mummy, no’...Then I’ve said, ‘No, that’s it!’  
This is when I’ve said, ‘I’m sorry, this is what Mummy is doing.  Mummy is 
going to fix this. It’s not going to happen anymore honey.’ 
Eve tells how she met with the Principal and demanded that the parents of 
the girls who had attacked Jade be informed.  She also threatened to report the 
bullying to the Department of Education if he did not ‘do something more’ to 
bring an end to it.  In Eve’s view, it was only after she became more demanding 
that the Principal became actively involved and things began to improve for Jade 
at school: 
Me threatening, putting a threat saying, ‘I want, I want the parents involved’, 
you know, and putting the pressure on really made them tighten up and say,  
‘Ok, no more willy nilly.’  He was out there every day, the Principal, after 
that, in the lunch ground, in the lunch, you know.  And the kids could see he 
was watching.  So all of – they are starting to think, ‘Oh, pull back a bit, tone 
it down’, you know.  And a combination of all the things going and it, it 
pulled the reins in on it. Things began to get better. 
In this way, Eve represents her meeting with the Principal as a major 
turning point in her story, when she overcame the self-doubt which had prevented 
her from approaching the school and was able to advocate strongly on behalf of 
her daughter.  Similarly, in Amanda’s account it is also her meeting with the 
Principal that signals an important shift in the type of agency she claims for 
herself.   She tells how, prior to this meeting, she had struggled to take a decisive 
role in responding to the bullying as she and Freya argued back and forth about 
whether or not to report it to the school.  She reflects that during this period she   
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found it difficult to be the ‘grown up’ in their relationship by going against her 
daughter’s wishes: 
And I feel I was listening to her a lot, I know that, and I know that I was 
doing what she wanted me to do.  So if she didn’t want me to talk to the 
teacher I wouldn’t.  Because I wanted to go in everyday that she would come 
home and say this.  But in retrospect I wish I had kind of at that moment 
realised I was the parent and she was the child and she was in pain. And I 
couldn’t possibly, I had to actually be grown up and take on that I had to do 
something that she didn’t like. 
Amanda explains that when she finally decided to go and see the Principal 
about the bullying she did so because she felt that she needed some ‘adult support’ 
to solve the problem and was looking to the Principal to ‘take responsibility’ for it.  
As discussed previously, she was bitterly disappointed with the outcome of this 
meeting and the lack of direction provided by the Principal.  Further, she was 
angered by the Principal’s response which seemed to imply that Freya was 
responsible for the causing the problem.  Although Amanda rejected this 
interpretation of the situation as a form of ‘victim blaming’, it also had some 
salience for her as she wondered what part Freya may have played in attracting 
the bullying.  In particular, she wondered if the trauma surrounding her breakup 
with Freya’s father may have contributed to Freya’s difficulties with her peers: 
So I knew that she had these horrible feelings inside.  Like a lot of 
unresolved pain about her parents’ situation.  And I would wonder is she 
going to school and is she unable to leave behind those negative emotional 
feelings?  Is she, is that somehow colouring how she expects her 
relationships to be?  Is she causing this?  Is she constructing a negative 
relationship because that’s what she thinks will happen in life?   
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Amanda tells how such concerns had caused her to delay contacting the 
school about the bullying.  She describes how, rather than reporting each new 
incident, she had spent a great deal of time questioning Freya and analysing what 
she might have done to cause her classmates to behave in the way they had.  She 
would then try to advise Freya about what she should and should not have done in 
each case, which only resulted in further arguments between them.  Reflecting on 
this she describes the guilt she feels for having allowed the situation to continue 
for so long without taking decisive action: 
I was just as guilty as some of the other people, because I wasn’t, I wasn’t 
doing anything.  This poor girl was coming home telling her one person that 
is supposed to make her safe, me and I didn’t.  There was a while I didn’t 
protect her.  And that makes me feel very, very emotional.  But I did, thank 
God, sort of redeem myself so that I don’t feel so terrible. 
Although Amanda was disappointed with the outcome of her meeting with 
the Principal, she tells how it provided the impetus for her to take a more active 
role in defending Freya.  She describes how angry she felt walking away from the 
meeting when she was presented with the opportunity to confront some of the 
girls who had been bullying Freya.  Amanda describes this exchange in highly 
dramatic terms.  She tells of a ‘real human to human battle’ in which she insisted 
that the girls acknowledge, and were accountable for, the acts of bullying they had 
each directed towards Freya.  While Amanda does not attribute the cessation of 
the bullying entirely to these actions, in her view the very public stance she took 
against the bullying during this exchange did result in some positive changes for 
Freya in the way she was treated by her peers: 
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There are some of them that have changed, changed their manner towards 
her completely. It was like, it was like something very bad was going on and 
had been accepted, and someone just walked in and said, ‘Hey, this is going 
on, this is bad.’ And made them all defend it or deny it or acknowledge it, 
something.    
For Amanda, the significance of the actions she took that day goes beyond 
the effect they had on the bullying.  In her view, it was only by standing up for her 
daughter that she was able to alleviate some of the guilt she felt for her past 
inaction and ‘redeem’ herself as a parent.  She describes the experience as 
‘extremely vindicating’ and reflects on what it has taught her about the 
importance of making ‘a stand’ as a parent.  In this way, Amanda departs from the 
lack of agency with which she represents herself in earlier sections of her account 
and resists the hopelessness of the chaos narrative.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have shown how Martin, Eve and Amanda each gave 
accounts which evoke key elements of the chaos narrative.  In particular, these 
parents describe feeling powerless as they struggled to have their reports of 
bullying taken seriously by their child’s school.  The lack of control they felt in 
this situation was exacerbated by the school’s failure to provide clearly articulated 
policies and processes in response to bullying.  Further, these parents describe 
how the lack of acknowledgment they received from the school served to 
undermine their confidence in themselves as parents.  In Martin’s account there is 
no respite from the frustration and despair he feels at his inability to protect his 
daughter from further bullying.  By contrast, Eve and Amanda both represent the 
bullying their child experienced as a problem eventually resolved, at least in part, 
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through their own actions. However, they also emphasise the traumatic effects of 
witnessing their child suffer over a protracted period of time.  Both express deep 
regret that they allowed the situation to continue for so long without taking a more 
assertive stance with the school.  As noted previously, the power of the chaos 
narrative lies in the fear that anyone of us could potentially experience the same 
trauma and loss of control as the storyteller.  As I will show in the following 
chapter, it is often just such a fear of failing in their duty as a parent which shapes 
how parents represent themselves in their accounts of reporting bullying to 
schools.  
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Chapter 8: Quest 
Introduction 
The third narrative type proposed by Arthur Frank in The Wounded 
Storyteller (2013), is the quest narrative in which illness is represented not as a 
disruption but as a journey through which something is gained.  A distinguishing 
feature of the quest narrative is the strong sense of agency it affords the storyteller.  
According to Frank, ‘quest stories meet suffering head on; they accept illness and 
attempt to use it’ (p. 115).  In contrast to the restitution narrative in which illness 
is remedied by an agent external to the storyteller, and the chaos narrative which 
is characterised by a lack of agency, those who tell quest narratives claim a strong 
sense of agency for themselves as they recount how they met the challenge of 
illness.  In this narrative type the storyteller positions themselves as the hero of 
their story and the plot revolves around how they were able to overcome or 
transform suffering.   
However, Frank argues that there is a range of ways in which the role of 
hero is enacted within quest narratives with important differences in the claims 
storytellers make about the degree to which it is possible to exert control over 
future events.  While some quest narratives focus on the actions taken to ‘conquer’ 
illness, others are concerned with finding ‘alternative ways to experience 
suffering’ and what may be learned in the process (p. 119).  According to Frank, 
the quest narrative encompasses stories which seek predictability and control as 
well as those which accept life’s contingency, and it is in this way that it crosses 
‘the postmodern divide’ (p. 119). 
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As discussed previously, all of the parents who took part in this study told 
how they had sought assistance from their child’s school to intervene in the 
bullying their child was experiencing, yet only a few attributed the resolution of 
the bullying to actions taken by the school.  The majority told how, dissatisfied 
with the response they received from the school, they felt compelled to take 
further action themselves.  These parents gave detailed accounts of a range of 
actions they took to intervene in the bullying including: spending more time at the 
school, speaking directly with the perpetrators or their parents, making a 
complaint to the police and, in a number of instances, removing their child from 
the school.  Many of these parents claimed credit for having brought the bullying 
to an end through these actions.  In this way their accounts evoke a key element of 
the quest narrative whereby the storyteller claims agency for themselves.   
However, there is also diversity in the type of agency these parents claim 
for themselves.  In these accounts parents gave voice to a range of ideas about 
how parents should respond to bullying and the extent to which it is possible for 
individual parents to guard their children against such experiences.  While most 
told how they had managed to resolve the bullying, some also focussed on how 
they had helped their child navigate the experience and learn from it.  Although 
they did not minimise the distress caused by the bullying, these parents viewed the 
experience as a journey through which their child had gained valuable knowledge 
and skills.  The range of ways in which parents claim agency in these accounts 
demonstrates the complexity of the quest narrative as described by Frank.  In 
particular, these accounts demonstrate the way in which the quest narrative 
encompasses differing and sometimes contradictory assumptions regarding the 
degree to which individuals are able to exert control over future events.  However, 
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what is common to these accounts is the way in which the storyteller defines 
themself through their actions.  In telling how they met the challenges posed by 
the bullying of their child, these parents also give an account of who they take 
themselves to be as parents. 
In this chapter I focus on the accounts of three parents: Teresa, Steve and 
Donna, each of whom was dissatisfied with the response they received from their 
child’s school to their reports of bullying and had taken further action to resolve 
the issue.  A key concern in this chapter is to trace the complexity in these 
accounts.  Although these parents all drew on aspects of the quest narrative to 
frame their experiences, there are significant differences between their accounts in 
terms of the types of agency they claim for themselves.  In what follows, I explore 
the different ways in which these parents position themselves as active agents as 
they tell how they responded to the bullying of their child.  Further, I consider 
how they draw on different facets of the quest narrative in order to claim moral 
identities for themselves as parents.  
A Journey 
According to Frank the basic storyline of the quest narrative takes the form 
of a journey through which the storyteller finds purpose or meaning in their illness. 
The journey begins when the storyteller is alerted to some sign or symptom that 
all is not as it should be.  Hearing this as a call to action, the storyteller takes on 
the role of a hero and embarks on a quest to resolve the problem.  As part of the 
quest the storyteller undergoes a series of trials or challenges and eventually 
returns from their journey ‘as one who is no longer ill but remains marked by 
illness’ (p. 118.)  The journey concludes as the storyteller reflects on how they 
 245 
 
have changed and what they have learned through their experiences, often shared 
in the form of insights which may be helpful to others in similar situations.  
Although this basic storyline suggests a clear narrative arc with a beginning, 
middle and end, quest narratives are often complex and multi-layered.  In part, 
this is because it is only by going back over what they have suffered that the 
storyteller comes to the realisation of what they have also gained through their 
experiences.  As Frank observes, in these narratives ‘the meaning of the journey 
emerges recursively: the journey is taken in order to find out what sort of journey 
one has been taking’ (p. 117).  As part of this process the storyteller recalls the 
hopes and fears which have shaped their journey, and in this way ‘both restitution 
and chaos remain background voices when quest is foreground’ (p. 115).   
In this study, parents who framed their experiences in terms of a quest also 
drew on elements of restitution and chaos narratives to describe different phases 
of their journey.  As discussed previously, all of the parents who took part in this 
study told how they had initially approached their child’s school with the 
expectation that the school would act to prevent further bullying of their child.  In 
doing so they positioned themselves within a restitution narrative whereby 
problems are solved by an external agent.  However, the majority of participants 
also drew on aspects of the chaos narrative as they described how the school had 
failed to resolve the bullying and they feared that the situation would spiral out of 
control with serious consequences for the wellbeing of their child.  Teresa and 
Steve described how such fears prompted them to take further action to bring 
about a satisfactory resolution for their child, while Donna told how she was 
seriously considering the need to do so.  Each of these parents gave complex 
accounts of their experiences which, although framed predominantly in terms of a 
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quest narrative, also function as a journey through restitution and chaos narratives 
as they evoke the hopes and fears they held along the way. 
In her account, Teresa clearly positions herself as an active agent in 
resolving the bullying her daughter experienced at school.  In Teresa’s view, it 
was her own perseverance in continuing to report incidents to the school which 
had eventually brought the bullying to an end.  In this way, she represents her 
experiences in terms of a quest to have the school recognise the bullying and act 
accordingly.  At the same time, her account is underpinned by aspects of 
restitution and chaos narratives as she traces her journey through numerous 
attempts to have the school take her reports of bullying seriously. 
At the time of our interview, Teresa’s daughter Caitlin was in Year 6 at a 
Catholic school which she had attended since the start of the previous year.  
Teresa explains how she had chosen the school as part of a long-term ‘educational 
program’ which she planned for her daughter and hoped would provide a smooth 
transition between primary and secondary school, as well as support services to 
help Caitlin with some specific areas of learning difficulty.  Teresa recalls how, 
soon after starting at the school, Caitlin began to be bullied by one particular 
classmate with whom she had initially been friends.  In her account, Teresa details 
numerous ways in which the girl had caused Caitlin distress, including 
encouraging other children not to play with her and instigating games in which 
Caitlin was physically hurt.  
Soon after she became aware of the problem Teresa raised it with Caitlin’s 
class teacher who promised that she would ‘keep an eye on the situation’.  Despite 
this, the bullying behaviours continued, becoming more frequent and escalating in 
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severity.  When Teresa discovered that the girl had falsely accused Caitlin of 
stealing she determined that she needed to be ‘far more assertive with the school’ 
and wrote a formal letter of complaint to Caitlin’s teacher.  Although the teacher 
investigated the incident, Teresa was dissatisfied with the outcome as the incident 
was not recognised as one of bullying and the girl received no specific 
consequences for her behaviour.  Teresa goes on to describe a number of 
subsequent incidents which she had reported to the school and which she felt were 
handled ‘very flippantly’.  In particular, she was perturbed by the continued lack 
of sanctions placed on the girl even when the bullying was of a physical nature: 
I was very dismayed about how um, gentle of an approach that was taken 
with regards to a physical abuse instance, that was admitted to...I was very 
surprised that there was no ah, recognition, that the children needed to be 
responsible for their actions and therefore show some sort of remorse or do 
something to educate them with regards to it not being appropriate behaviour. 
Here, and elsewhere in her account, Teresa makes clear her expectation 
that the school should ‘do something’ to stop the bullying.  In doing so she draws 
on underlying assumptions of the restitution narrative regarding the role of 
professionals in providing a remedy.  However, she also demonstrates a lack of 
faith in the school to fulfil this role and is highly critical of the school’s reliance 
on discussion and mediation to manage incidents of bullying.  Teresa views the 
school’s ineffective response to the bullying as a call to action and positions 
herself within a quest narrative as she describes how she searched for ways to 
resolve the problem.   
At the same time, the voice of chaos is a constant undercurrent in Teresa’s 
account as she remains mindful of the potential for interventions to go badly 
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wrong.  Throughout her account Teresa stresses the importance of being strategic 
in her actions in order to avoid making the situation worse.  For example, 
although she had ample opportunity to speak with the girl directly, Teresa decided 
against this in case it caused problems for her family in their local area: ‘I didn’t 
want for there to become a problem between the child’s parent and me because we, 
both families live out in [name of area] which is small.  And I didn’t want for that 
to escalate.’   
Teresa tells how she managed the situation by being ‘as methodical and as 
administrative as possible’.  She recorded each incident of bullying and any 
communication she had with the school about it on a spread sheet.  By 
documenting events in this way Teresa hoped to demonstrate to the school that 
these were not isolated incidents but part of a repeated pattern of behaviour 
directed by this child towards Caitlin which should therefore be recognised as 
bullying.  Keeping track of events in this way was also a crucial means by which 
Teresa maintained a sense of control in the face of emotionally trying 
circumstances: 
And I know, that overreacting or being emotional is not necessarily going to 
help the situation.  And you need to be methodical, and you need to have a 
plan, and you need to follow the plan, because if things go pear shaped at 
this point you can go back a step and redirect.  So it’s just trying to be as 
methodical and as administrative as possible.  And then because, you know, 
you don’t, you don’t need to add emotion to an issue like this as well, 
because then it becomes very difficult to be able to manage and control.  
For Teresa, the spread sheet functioned not only as a tool to manage the 
situation, but also as record of her own emotional journey as she continued to 
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advocate with the school on behalf of her daughter.  She referred to the spread 
sheet frequently throughout her account, explaining each entry and reading aloud 
notes she had made regarding Caitlin’s increasing levels of distress as the bullying 
continued.  Prompted by these notes, Teresa recalls how difficult it was for her to 
witness her daughter’s distress, all the while attempting to keep her own emotions 
in check so as not to upset Caitlin further: ‘I have cried about this, and I don’t 
need Caitlin to see that, because then she is going to think, “Oh, this is really 
bad!”’   
After more than eight months of contact with the school about the bullying, 
Teresa received a phone call from the Principal to discuss the matter.  The 
Principal was responding to an email Teresa had sent Caitlin’s class teacher in 
which she formally requested that the teacher closely observe the interactions 
between the girls so that the school could ‘finally recognise how this child is 
behaving’.  The Principal informed Teresa that she would be monitoring the 
situation personally from now on and if things did not improve both girls would 
be excluded from certain extra-curricular activities.   
Teresa was incensed that the Principal seemed to be implying that Caitlin 
was also ‘an instigator’ when she had received no previous indication from the 
school that this was the case.  Nonetheless she was somewhat appeased to know 
that the Principal was now involved and had committed to weekly meetings with 
the girls.  She says that from this point on the situation improved markedly and 
she had no further call to make entries on the spread sheet.  According to Caitlin, 
the girl was ‘being really nice now’ even offering to help when she had too many 
things to carry on the bus.  In Teresa’s view this change had come about because 
 250 
 
the Principal had now shown ‘an avid interest’ in the situation and ‘the bully now 
realises that she can’t move without it being seen’.   
Although the bullying had stopped, Teresa notes some ongoing effects of 
the experience for both Caitlin and herself.  She observes that Caitlin had learned 
some hard lessons about friendship and loyalty at a very young age, but had also 
learned the importance of ‘just being yourself” to ‘attract the right people to you 
for the right reasons’.  In this way, she represents the experience as having 
contributed to the development of Caitlin’s resilience and in doing so draws on a 
key element of the quest narrative whereby personal transformation is gained 
through adversity.  For her part, Teresa was angry and resentful that it had taken 
‘too many tries’ to get the school to ‘do something’ about the bullying.  She also 
remained vigilant in case the bullying should begin again and explains that if it 
did she will be ‘right there’ ready to report any new incidents and record them on 
the spread sheet.  
However, Teresa also reflects that the strong position she had taken in 
response to the bullying had not come without cost.  She observes that since she 
started reporting the bullying there had been a significant change in the tenor of 
her relations with staff at the school: 
I’ve also gone from, from being smiled at and helloed to at the school 
grounds to being ignored, by teachers, and by the Principal.  And it’s like I 
don’t really care because I’m, I’m not, I’ve done nothing wrong, but it’s like 
I’ve been (laughter) quite seriously avoided.  
While Teresa responds stoically to these social slights and considers them a small 
price to pay for ensuring the safety of her daughter at school, the injustice of the 
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situation still rankles.  By highlighting this in her account, she evokes a further 
element of the quest narrative whereby the storyteller returns from their journey 
‘marked’ in some way by what they have experienced.  Just as Caitlin had learned 
through her experiences that ‘the world is not a perfect place’, Teresa feels she 
has been let down by the school which she had so carefully chosen for her 
daughter.  In addition, she feels that she must continue to steel herself against the 
disapproval she encounters from staff in order to ‘do what is right’ and advocate 
on behalf of her daughter if necessary. 
Similarly, in his account Steve tells how he played an active role in 
bringing an end to the bullying his son was experiencing at school, but had also 
paid a personal price in doing so.  In particular, Steve reflects on the conflict he 
experienced with another parent after speaking out about the bullying and how ‘let 
down’ he feels by the school’s poor handling of the situation.  In this way, Steve 
positions himself within a quest narrative as one who has achieved their goal but 
returns from the journey carrying injuries from the trials they have endured along 
the way.  Further, Steve’s account demonstrates a tension between restitution and 
quest narratives as he attempts to find a way to work in partnership with the 
school without relinquishing his own sense of agency in managing the situation. 
At the time of our interview, Steve’s son Brendan was in Year 6 at a 
Catholic school which he had attended since Kindergarten.  Throughout his 
account Steve stresses the close association he and his family have had with the 
school over many years.  All of his children attended the school and both Steve 
and his wife had volunteered extensively at the school. In this way, Steve 
positions himself as a person of some standing and influence within the school 
community.  In his account he tells how, for a brief period during the previous 
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year, Brendan had been bullied by a group of five boys who called him ‘very 
derogatory names’ and, in one instance, had also physically harmed him.  Steve 
points out that prior to this Brendan had not encountered any bullying at school.  
Further, he says that he does not understand why the boys had chosen to target 
Brendan as he is not ‘the type’ who would normally attract such behaviour: 
That’s what was so surprising to us: ‘Why are these boys picking on 
Brendan? Because he is one who will fight back.’ I mean I always thought 
bullying was about picking on the quiet one, the one that won’t fight back, 
that you’ve got the power over.  Well, they chose the wrong person. They 
chose the wrong family. 
Here, Steve draws on notions of bullying as pathological behaviour which can be 
attributed to personal deficits of individual children including those who are 
victimised and he strongly resists the idea that his son may have attracted the 
bullying through his own personal weakness.  He emphasises his son’s fighting 
spirit which he sees as a particular trait in his family and which is also a key 
feature of how Steve describes his own response to the bullying.   
Steve tells how, when he and his wife first learned of the bullying, they 
advised Brendan to ‘fight back’ as a way of deterring the bullies.  When this tactic 
failed they quickly decided that they needed to report the bullying to the school: 
‘Because we knew we would have to do something.  It was not acceptable, what 
was happening.’  Further, Steve tells how their decision to contact the school was 
reinforced by reports in the media about the long-term mental health effects of 
bullying on victims and the associated risk of self-harm: 
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And when we saw all this was happening at the same time, we said well, it 
just reinforced our view, ‘We have to do something about this’.  Now in 
actual fact I think we even raised that with the school: ‘You have to do 
something.  There is stuff in the paper now, coming out, that if you don’t do 
something about it 30 years on it’s still affecting people.’ 
Steve and his wife made an appointment to see the Deputy Principal and 
prepared carefully for the meeting, taking with them a written statement from 
Brendan outlining the bullying he had experienced.  According to Steve, the 
Deputy Principal was ‘very responsive’ during the meeting and gave a clear 
explanation of the steps the school would take to investigate the bullying.  When 
Steve phoned her a week later, he was told that the class teacher had confirmed 
that Brendan had been bullied by a group of boys who had now been ‘spoken to’.  
However, Steve tells how uncomfortable he felt just leaving the matter there: ‘I 
didn’t want to just leave it be or be like alright, I’d done with it, it’s all finished 
now.’  He told the Deputy Principal that he expected that if the bullying continued 
the perpetrators would be expelled from the school.  He also insisted that the 
parents of the perpetrators should be informed of their children’s behaviour.  
When he realised that the school had not done this he feared that the bullying 
would most likely continue beyond the school gates: 
And if the parents don’t know about it, I don’t think the school will be 
adequately able to solve the problem, because the problem won’t just exist in 
the school playground.  They might be looking after the kids from 9 – 3, but 
certainly in the environment that we’re in, it was in existence elsewhere 
because they all did sport together.  Um, and, so I think you’ve got to work 
together.  And I felt that I was let down by the school.  I felt that was what 
they should have done. 
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From Steve’s perspective, it was vital that school regard him as an active 
partner in responding to the bullying and that he be fully informed about the 
progress and outcome of his complaint.  He was therefore extremely frustrated 
when the Deputy Principal refused to provide him with any further details about 
what actions the school had taken to intervene in the bullying, telling him that 
‘privacy laws’ prevented her from doing so.  Without knowing exactly what the 
school had done, Steve felt he could not be certain that the problem was solved.  
Even though Brendan had not reported any further incidents, Steve suspected that 
the boys may simply have moved on to another target: ‘But I didn’t want it to 
move on to somebody else, because that’s not solving the problem.’  For Steve, 
such uncertainty was unacceptable and he decided to use his influence at a local 
sporting club to ensure that the bullying stopped:   
I thought, ‘Well I’m going to break these kids up, where I can.’  So I got 
involved, I was already involved, but I got more involved in [name of 
sporting club].  It’s not a school team but a lot of the kids from the school go 
there.  And we had, I ensured that this year that the troublemakers went to 
the other team.  Even though I’m not the coach or anything, I got my way.  
So I split them up, even though the issue had sort of gone away now.  But I 
did what I could in my power. 
Steve also describes how he took the opportunity to speak with three of the 
boys at local sporting events, indirectly letting them know that he was aware of 
the bullying and that he would be watching them carefully.  In addition he spoke 
with the father of another boy who had been involved in the bullying.  The father 
had suspected that his son was in trouble at school but had not heard anything 
directly from the school, so he asked Steve if he knew what was going on.  
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Although he felt uneasy doing so, Steve told the father about his son’s 
involvement in the bullying.  While Steve says he cannot be certain that any of 
these actions put a stop to the bullying, in the absence of any further information 
from the school, he feels that in all likelihood they did: 
I had involvement with talking to three of the five...And then one of the 
parents. So that’s why I felt that I solved it.  Factually I can’t say that I did, 
but I felt that I did. And hence I felt the school didn’t.  Or if they did they 
didn’t tell me, they didn’t tell me the process and I felt let down by what 
happened. 
Here, Steve positions himself within a quest narrative as he attributes the 
resolution of the bullying to his own actions.  However, it is important to note the 
ambivalence with which he does so.  In Steve’s view it was not his role to inform 
other parents about their children’s behaviour and he blames the school for putting 
him in such a difficult position by failing to communicate openly with parents 
about the bullying: ‘I know I went and did something, and it stopped.  I don’t 
think I probably should have had to do that in the first place.’ 
In this way, Steve’s account demonstrates a tension between the restitution 
narrative in which agency is external to the storyteller and the quest narrative in 
which the storyteller claims agency for themselves.  Although he had approached 
the school for assistance, Steve was unwilling to relinquish his own sense of 
control over the situation.  When the school failed to keep him fully informed, 
Steve felt compelled to take further action to ensure that the situation was under 
control.  However, at the same time he was uneasy about striking out on his own 
and laments the lack of a sense of partnership between himself and the school:  
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I felt that we should be working together on this. Whereas the school said 
they wanted to do it all, all themselves.  And that’s not how I would have 
liked to have seen it done, um because it’s not just bullying when they are at 
school because they have these after school activities...And it spills over into 
that.  So I would have liked to have jointly, and then jointly is keeping 
everybody informed about everything. 
Although the bullying directed towards Brendan had only lasted a short 
period of time, Steve, like Teresa, sees ongoing effects of the difficulties he 
experienced while advocating on behalf of his child.  He is particularly saddened 
by the loss of friendship he suffered after speaking out about the bullying.  He 
tells how the father he told about the bullying had subsequently approached the 
school for more information, only to be told by the Deputy Principal that his son 
had not been involved in any bullying.  Steve sees this denial by the school as a 
significant betrayal of trust and he blames the school for costing him the 
friendship: 
The bloke won’t even talk to me after that now.  Because he basically says I 
was lying about it.  So that really disappointed me that the school was not 
honest enough to tell him that yes his son was involved... And I’m just like, 
‘If that’s the way you are going to be.’  You know, if that’s how someone 
wants to be, that’s the way want they want to be.  But it was caused by the 
school.  
In addition, Steve describes how the experience has changed the way he 
and his wife view themselves in relation to the school.  Throughout his account 
Steve emphasises his family’s close association with the school, describing how 
he and his wife have been ‘heavily involved’ at the school through committee 
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work and other voluntary activities.  However, both now feel a sense of 
estrangement from the school.  Steve tells how his wife is particularly angered by 
the school’s poor handling of the situation and as a result now feels less inclined 
to spend time volunteering at the school:  
She’s like, ‘Well, I spend all this time at the school and the one time we need 
assistance they weren’t there to help us.  Well I’m that disappointed in the 
school I’m going to tell them that I’m going to stop.’  So she withdrew some 
of the help, the free help that she used to give them.  
For his part, Steve describes himself as someone who will ‘forgive and 
forget’ and says that he wants to ‘move on’ from the issue.  He is relieved that, as 
far as he can determine, the bullying did stop.  However, he remains extremely 
frustrated by the lack of feedback he received from the school and states 
adamantly that he did not receive ‘satisfaction’ with regards to his complaint: 
We’ve lodged a complaint and I can tell you we’ve never got satisfaction.  I 
don’t know if it’s been solved or not, from being advised by the school... In a 
lot of other cases if you go to a complaints tribunal, they would investigate it 
and they would report back.  And they would report back with an outcome.  
So you know all the way through – you might not know all the way through 
the process but you would get something at the end saying this is what 
happened, and this is the outcome and here’s why. That hasn’t happened. 
In recounting their experiences, Teresa and Steve both draw on 
understandings of bullying as a problem which, with the proper management, can 
be solved.  Both tell how through their own efforts they had managed to bring 
about a resolution to the bullying their child was experiencing.  By contrast, in her 
account, Donna presents bullying as a complex issue which cannot always be 
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solved.  For Donna, the challenge is not to overcome the bullying her son 
experiences but to equip him with the personal qualities and skills he needs to 
cope with such negative life experiences.  In this way, her account resonates with 
the transformative aspect of quest narratives in which the storyteller views 
adversity as an opportunity for learning and growth.  However, Donna also 
questions if such an approach can continue to be effective within an increasingly 
time-pressured school environment and wonders if she now needs to take a 
stronger stance with the school.  
At the time of our interview, Donna’s son Ben was in Year 5 at a 
government school in a rural area which he had attended since Kindergarten.  In 
her account, Donna recalls a number of different bullying situations which Ben 
had experienced over the past few years and which she had reported to the school 
with varying outcomes.  She also reflects on her experiences of reporting bullying 
during her elder son’s time at the school some years before.  While Teresa and 
Steve both focus on episodes of bullying which took place within a particular 
period of time and construct accounts which follow a sequence of events,  Donna 
builds a more layered account of her experiences of reporting bullying as she 
switches back and forth in time over more than a decade as a parent at the school.  
The effect of this is that in Donna’s account bullying is presented not as a notable 
event which departs from the normal conditions of schooling but as a regrettably 
common feature of school life for which she has developed a usual method of 
response.  She tells how her preferred approach to reporting bullying is to first 
‘open up a dialogue’ with the teacher to try and understand more about the context 
in which the bullying is taking place: 
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The teachers are always my first line of inquiry because I like to open up a 
dialogue so that I can understand, there’s more than just one story behind the 
bullying.  Um, my son is a very gentle natured person and largely tells the 
truth.  And these kinds of things he’s always truthful about, but I still do like 
to understand the other side of what’s going on.  So I go and see the teacher 
as a first port of call, to make sure about what’s going on in the classroom 
dynamic.  And if I’m not satisfied with that I will go and see the Assistant 
Principal and talk about the wider dynamic about what’s going on and try to 
bring that all together and come up with some sort of solution for my son.   
It is important to note that the ‘solution’ Donna seeks for her son does not 
generally involve punishment or consequences for individual perpetrators of 
bullying, but focuses on helping him cope with the situation by gaining an 
understanding of the factors which may cause people to behave in such ways 
rather than taking it too personally: ‘People come to be this way because of their 
own set of reasons.  Not because they want to target you personally, often.  But 
because of their own set of reasons.’  She recalls how she was able to use this 
approach to good effect when Ben was in Year 3 and was being physically bullied 
by one of his classmates.  She describes how she spoke with his teacher at the 
time who was able to provide some insight as to why the child might have been 
behaving aggressively at school:      
So we could talk to the teacher. She talked to us about the other child and we 
came together with our son and talked to him about where he could go with 
this and what was happening in that other child’s life that might make him 
do that, and how to understand that.  
In Donna’s view there is always a ‘learning opportunity’ for children in 
these kinds of experiences through which they can develop skills and 
 260 
 
understandings which will help them not only in their current situation but also 
once they leave school, because ‘how you teach your kids to deal with these 
people is how they are going to deal with people in real life’.  In this way, Donna 
frames her response to the bullying as part of a broader intention to provide her 
son with a moral education.  Further, she hopes that by taking such an approach 
she is teaching him how to find personal growth through adversity: ‘I hope we are 
giving him the skills to deal with negative experiences appropriately, and to have 
positive outcomes for himself.’   
From this perspective, Donna’s account concurs with transformative 
aspects of the quest narrative and the assumption that through suffering there is 
something valuable to be gained.  However, the voice of chaos is also present in 
her account as she fears that in the current school environment such an approach 
may run the risk of leaving her son too vulnerable.  Donna explains that the 
success of her approach is highly dependent on the strength of her relationship 
with individual teachers and their willingness and capacity to attend to each 
child’s side of the story.  She worries that increasing pressures on teachers over 
recent years mean that they often do not have the time or resources to fully engage 
in such a process and she fears that parents’ verbal reports of bullying are often 
overlooked and ‘things get lost in the ether’.   
Donna observes that since the retirement of his trusted Year 3 teacher, Ben 
does not feel that there are any teachers at the school he can rely on for help if he 
is being bullied.  She goes on to describe a number of recent instances in which 
she had reported bullying to teachers in person and received little or no follow-up.  
In one instance, some of Ben’s classmates had destroyed his prized book of 
drawings.  Donna tells how she went to the class teacher and asked for more 
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information about what had happened and why.  In contrast to her earlier 
experiences of reporting bullying at the school, Donna was extremely 
disappointed by the ineffective response she received from this teacher: 
And she never found out.  Yep, she never found out.  There was no um, no 
talking to these children about what they’d done, there was no response to 
me.  And that was one situation where I felt I should have put it in writing. 
She was very ineffectual, through the whole experience, it was very 
disappointing.   
Here, Donna considers the need to take a more formal approach to the issue by 
putting her reports of bullying in writing.  By doing so she believes that the school 
will be forced to provide her with a response: ‘There’s due process, yeah. They 
have to deal with it I suppose.  As with most things these days if you put it in 
writing there’s a response.’   
As noted previously, Donna’s preferred approach when responding to 
incidents of bullying is to talk informally with teachers to try and understand the 
broader context in which incidents take place.  However, given her recent 
experiences, she now feels that she needs to take a more formal approach and 
report any future incidents in writing: 
Which I (sigh), yeah, which is something that I just have to do.  I don’t like 
to do things like that because it sets in motion a set of practices that aren’t 
always necessarily about resolution.  It can be a number of other things, you 
know, but if that’s the way that it has to be done, that’s the way it has to be 
done to get satisfaction for Ben. 
While Donna is reluctant to take such an approach with the school, she sees that in 
the current school climate something new is required of her if she is to 
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successfully advocate on behalf of her son.  In this way she positions herself as 
someone who, along with her son, must be open to change in order to navigate the 
experiences life brings her way.  From this perspective, the sense of a journey in 
Donna’s account is ongoing as she considers how she can adapt to best support 
her son in a rapidly changing school environment. 
I Solved It  
As noted previously, a distinguishing feature of the quest narrative is the 
strong sense of agency it affords the storyteller.  In these narratives, the storyteller 
positions themselves as the hero of their story and tells how they acted to bring 
about a resolution to the problem at hand.  According to Frank, the quest narrative, 
‘speaks from the ill person’s perspective and holds chaos at bay’ (p. 115).  The 
quest narrative can therefore be seen to reflect a modernist concern with 
predictability and control akin to that of the restitution narrative.  As Frank notes, 
within a modernist world view suffering is regarded as ‘a puzzle to be “controlled” 
if not eradicated’ (p. 146).  However, Frank argues that the quest narrative also 
encompasses a postmodern acceptance of contingency which allows the 
storyteller to remain ‘open to crisis as a source of change and growth’ (p. 126).  It 
follows that, in quest narratives a sense of agency is not necessarily dependent on 
‘conquering’ negative experiences but may also be enacted through seeking 
‘alternative ways to experience suffering’ (p. 119).   
In this study, many parents gave accounts which present a complex 
interplay between these different aspects of the quest narrative.  The majority 
positioned themselves within a modernist version of the quest narrative as they 
claimed responsibility for resolving the bullying and restoring a sense of order to 
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their child’s life at school.  However, at the same time parents also often 
acknowledged the growth and learning their child had undergone as a result of 
their experiences with bullying.  Some also reflected on how they had grown in 
themselves as a parent as they ‘stepped up’ to the challenge of advocating on 
behalf of their child.  In this way, many parents gave accounts which resonate 
with the transformative aspects of the quest narrative.  However, few parents 
enacted a sense of agency which aligns with a postmodern acceptance of 
contingency as the ‘the only real certainty’ (p. 126).  For the most part, parents 
struggled against the uncertainty posed by the bullying their child experienced and 
their claims of agency were predicated on their ability to maintain a sense of 
control in the face of potential chaos.   
In their accounts, Teresa and Steve both emphasise the part they played in 
bringing an end to the bullying their child was experiencing.  In doing so, both 
draw on a modernist version of the quest narrative in which primacy is given to 
how the storyteller was able to meet and overcome the challenges presented by 
the problem at hand.  Although the threat of potential chaos is also present in their 
accounts, there is little of the self-doubt which caused Eve and Amanda to delay 
taking a stronger stance with their child’s school, as described in the previous 
chapter.  Throughout their accounts both Teresa and Steve position themselves as 
highly capable advocates who will do what is necessary to ensure a satisfactory 
outcome for their child.  For example, Teresa begins by establishing her 
knowledge of definitions of bullying and the types of behaviour which constitute 
bullying.  She explains that she had gained this knowledge while serving as the 
parent representative on a committee to develop an anti-bullying policy at her 
children’s former school: 
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So I was understanding the principles with regards to what is bullying, and 
what is not bullying.  So that gave me a very clear idea with regards to what 
is and what isn’t.  Ah, and that also helped me to um talk with my kids when 
they felt that they were being ‘bullied’ in inverted commas, and explaining 
to them the difference, because one-off instances are not being bullied. 
By prefacing her account in this way, Teresa positions herself as someone 
who is well qualified to make an assessment about whether or not the behaviours 
directed towards her daughter should be regarded as bullying or simply a case of 
conflict between two classmates.  She emphasises that when she approached the 
school to make a complaint she had not done so for ‘flippant reasons’ but because 
she had evidence of a pattern of repeated intentionally hurtful behaviour which 
should therefore be recognised as bullying.  Further, Teresa expresses strong 
views about how the school should respond to these incidents.  She is highly 
critical of the school’s reliance on discussion and mediation to manage bullying 
situations and sees a need for a more structured system of monitoring, warnings 
and consequences: 
It’s their policy that is probably falling down. They don’t have a procedure. 
They need to follow a set rule of engagement with regards to how they deal 
with um, a bullying incident, bullying when it’s been brought to the attention 
of the school. 
When the school fails to respond adequately to her initial reports of 
bullying, Teresa quickly decides that she needs to be ‘far more assertive with the 
school’ and it is at this point that she begins keeping a record of each incident and 
her communications with the school about them.  As noted previously, Teresa 
presents this method of keeping track of events as the major means by which she 
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maintains control of the situation.  She claims that it was only by taking such a 
‘methodical’ approach and reporting each incident to the school that she was 
eventually able to bring about a resolution to the problem and so avert serious 
damage to her daughter’s mental health and capacity to learn: 
And I’m not going to go, I’m not going to um, like a lot of parents, go, ‘Oh 
what’s the point in saying anything because they’ll do nothing.’  I, I’m so 
opposite to that.  I will keep doing something until something is done.  In 
this instance, if I hadn’t kept doing it, my daughter would be so mentally 
scarred by now, and her school work would have suffered incredibly. 
In this way, Teresa emphasises her determination to maintain a presence at the 
school, despite the disapproval she senses from staff.  She declares that if there are 
any further incidents of bullying she will be ‘right there’ and ‘the teachers know 
that I’m not going to go away, and they need to deal with the issue’.   
Similarly, Steve claims a strong sense of agency for himself as he 
describes how he advocated with the school and beyond on behalf of his son. He 
tells how he gave the Deputy Principal a very clear directive with regards to the 
disciplinary action he believed the school should take:  
I said, ‘Well look, if you can’t stop it, you get rid of these kids!’ You know, 
a bit over the top.  But when you’re looking after your own kids, that’s what 
you, well, that’s the point that you’re pushing.   
Here, Steve considers that the stance he took with the school may have been a 
little strong, but justifies it in terms of his position as a parent trying to protect his 
child from harm.  Further, he makes it clear that if the bullying directed towards 
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his son had not stopped, he was fully prepared to escalate his complaint to senior 
education authorities:   
I know the whole system.  I know how everything works ... I know how the 
school works.  I know where to go if I need assistance, and what to do.  Yep.  
I’m an informed, very informed person.  I knew where I’d be going and what 
to do if I had to take it further. 
For Steve, having access to information is a crucial means by which he 
maintains a sense of himself as an active agent in the world.  Just as Teresa tells 
how she manages problems by taking an ‘administrative’ approach, Steve tells 
how he does so by ensuring that he is ‘very informed’ and has a solid grasp of 
‘how everything works’.  In Steve’s view, it was his knowledge of the local 
sporting clubs which provided him with the opportunity to intervene in the 
bullying by ensuring that the boys were placed on different teams and speaking 
directly with the perpetrators and one of their parents at sporting events.  Further, 
Steve claims that it was his actions rather than anything the school had done 
which brought an end to the bullying:   
In actual fact, I felt that um, I actually felt that it wasn’t until I spoke to the 
other parent – I felt that I had solved it. That’s what I, that’s what I felt, that I 
solved it, not the school.   
In this way, Steve draws on a modernist version of the quest narrative in which 
the storyteller positions themselves as the hero of the story who through their own 
actions is able to solve the problem at hand and restore a sense of order.   
However, in his account Steve also emphasises his frustration at the lack 
of information he received from the school regarding the progress and outcome of 
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his complaint.  Although Steve claims to have solved the bullying himself, he also 
notes that without further information from the school, he cannot be absolutely 
certain that this is the case:  
It could have been that the school took whatever action they took, but I don’t 
know...They said that they are not allowed to disclose it for privacy reasons.  
You know, they gave us a reason why, but it didn’t close it off from my 
perspective.  I like to know everything. I like to know everything, I like to be 
involved in everything, hence my involvement with the clubs and all that 
sort of stuff.  And so I didn’t have that, that closure. 
For Steve, such a lack of certainty and ‘closure’ is particularly unsettling because 
it threatens to undermine his sense of himself as someone who maintains control 
by keeping himself fully informed.   
In her account, Donna also tells how she tries to gather as much 
information as she can when responding to incidents of bullying.  However, in 
contrast to Steve her intention in this is not to control the situation but to gain a 
deeper understanding of it from various points of view.  In this way, Donna enacts 
a sense of agency which does not depend on overcoming the bullying her child 
encounters, but rather, seeks to use it to teach her son how to navigate negative 
experiences with resilience and empathy.  From this perspective, her account 
aligns with a postmodern version of the quest narrative as described by Frank in 
which suffering is recognised as an ‘intractable part of the human condition’ (p. 
146).   
In Donna’s view, the bullying Ben encounters at school is part of a broader 
set of social problems in their local community, and as such is likely to be an 
ongoing issue.  However, as distinct from those parents who framed their 
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experiences in terms of a chaos narrative, Donna does not present herself as 
powerless to alter her child’s situation. Throughout her account Donna 
emphasises the active role she plays in facilitating discussions which encourage 
children involved in bullying situations to ‘come together and work it out’.  For 
Donna, a key factor in the success of this strategy is the strength of her 
relationships within the school.  She tells how, over more than ten years as a 
parent at the school, she has forged close relationships with a number of staff at 
the school, and this has put her in a position of ‘advantage’ whereby she can 
easily raise her concerns: 
I think tenure at the place has given me the ability to wander in and out as I 
please.  Not wander in and out and say ‘let’s put the kettle on’ or anything 
like that, but I do think that I understand the way the school operates. So you 
know that after school you can catch somebody for five minutes or 
whatever...I have a good relationship with the Assistant Principal...I’ll see 
her in the playground and I can shoot off a sentence to her and she knows 
what I’m talking about.  I don’t think a lot of people have that advantage. 
Here, Donna positions herself as someone who has a high degree of 
agency within the school environment.  However, she also indicates that recent 
changes in the school have caused her to reconsider how she positions herself in 
her interactions with teachers about incidents of bullying.  As noted previously, 
Donna is disappointed by the lack of feedback she has received from teachers to 
her more recent reports of bullying and wonders if she now needs to advocate 
more forcefully on behalf of her son: 
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The only thing that concerns me is that I hope I’m doing the right thing by 
talking to Ben about the other side of things.  And helping him understand 
that there is not just his point of view, and I just don’t go up pointing my 
finger and going, ‘Listen here, this is what’s happening with my son, what 
the bleep are you going to do about this?’ There’s more to it than that. 
KH: So why do you wonder if that’s the right thing?  
If I’m not, am I being forceful enough?  Because there’s other people that do 
go in and rant and rave.  I’m not like that.   
Although Donna resists taking such an adversarial stance with the school, 
she considers that she may need to do so if she is to do ‘the right thing’ on behalf 
of her son.  In this way, Donna enacts a sense of agency which is always in a 
process of becoming in response to the changing demands of her role as a parent.  
As she observes while reflecting on her experiences of parenting her elder son, no 
matter how old you are, you are always ‘a new mum’ as you adapt and respond to 
each new experience your child encounters: 
You are always a new mum. You’re never an old mum... So that’s always 
going to be, ‘OK, so what do I do now?  OK, so he’s not doing well at uni, 
what do I say to him?’  So I say, ‘Have you thought of deferring? Or, ‘Have 
you thought of this?’ or,  ‘What, you are on academic probation? What does 
that mean? What does that look like?’ You know, ‘How do I deal with this?’  
So you are always a new mum.  
From this perspective, Donna’s account aligns with a postmodern 
acceptance of contingency and presents an alternative means of enacting the role 
of a capable parent to that offered by modernist versions of the quest narrative.  
Although she accepts that she cannot prevent her children from having negative 
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experiences, Donna does not speak from a position of powerlessness.  Rather, her 
account demonstrates a sense of creative agency which is complex and mutable as 
she describes how she responds to the particularities of each new situation.   
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have shown how Teresa, Steve and Donna each drew on 
aspects of the quest narrative to recount their experiences of reporting bullying to 
their child’s school.  In particular, I have attended to the complexity in these 
parents’ accounts as each also drew on elements of restitution and chaos 
narratives to convey their hopes and fears as they advocated on behalf of their 
child.  Each told how they had approached their child’s school with particular 
expectations regarding the type of assistance the school should provide, and each 
told how they had been disappointed by the responses they received.  While 
Donna recalled an earlier time in which she had been able to work collaboratively 
with staff at her son’s school to respond to incidents of bullying, she also told how 
she now fears that unless she takes a more assertive stance her son will be left 
with no effective support at school if he is bullied.   
Each of these parents represents the unsatisfactory responses they received 
from the school as a call to action which, as a parent, they felt duty bound to 
respond to.  Each alluded to the long-term harms which may accrue to their child 
if they did not take further action to intervene in the bullying.  Throughout their 
accounts both Steve and Teresa represent the actions they took, and those they 
were prepared to take in the future, as the ‘right thing’ to do, not only in terms of 
helping their child in their current situation, but also as a demonstration of their 
moral identity as a parent.  Although Donna sees a conflict between her preferred 
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approach to managing bullying situations and that which she feels is necessary in 
the current school environment, she too expresses a determination to do whatever 
she must in order to protect her son against the long-term harms associated with 
bullying.   
By constructing their accounts in this way, these parents respond to the 
question which Frank identifies as at the heart of the quest narrative: ‘How did I 
rise to the occasion?’  (p. 128).  Frank argues that the quest narrative functions as 
a reflexive ‘display of character’ (p. 131) and further, that such stories ‘are 
necessary to restore the moral agency that other stories sacrifice’ (p. 134).  In 
telling how they rose to the challenges presented by their child’s experiences of 
being bullied, these parents also provide a demonstration of who they take 
themselves to be as parents and claim a sense of agency which is not available to 
them within stories told as restitution or chaos narratives.   
However, it is important to note the tensions and ambiguities in how these 
parents represent themselves as active agents in responding to the bullying of their 
child.  The complexities within and across these accounts suggest that parents see 
a number of possible ways to enact the role of a ‘good parent’ in response to 
bullying situations.  While participants in this study most commonly cast 
themselves as the agentive hero of their own story, there is also a strong impulse 
in their accounts towards working more collaboratively with their child’s school 
in response to bullying situations.  I now turn to the final chapter of thesis in 
which I argue that close attention to these nuances in how parents narrate their 
experiences of reporting bullying to schools is crucial to the development of more 
collaborative relations between parents and schools with respect to bullying.   
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Chapter 9: Discussion and Ways Forward 
Introduction  
In the preceding three chapters I used Arthur Frank’s typology of 
restitution, chaos and quest narratives as a listening device to explore how parents 
narrate their experiences of reporting bullying of their child to a school.  In this 
chapter I bring together insights from this interpretation and analysis with 
discussion of key issues regarding contemporary parenting culture and the role of 
parents in relation to school bullying as outlined in the literature review chapters.  
In keeping with dialogical approaches to research I do not attempt to make 
conclusive statements about the stories presented here.  Rather, my purpose in this 
final chapter of the thesis is to draw attention to the resonances at play within 
these stories so as to invite further discussion about the cultural narratives which 
currently guide interactions between parents and schools with respect to bullying.  
Indeed, as Frank (2005, p. 967) has argued, the generative nature of stories is such 
that ‘narrative analysis can never claim any last word about what a story means or 
represents.  Instead, narrative analysis, like the story itself, can only look toward 
an open future’.  From this perspective, the stories we tell about the social world 
function not only as representations of past experiences but also as templates for 
future actions.  According to Frank (2010, p. 138), ‘what people need is the 
broadest range of narrative resources to work with’ in order to expand the range of 
possibilities available to them.  In line with this, I suggest that the present study 
provides an opportunity to expand the range of narrative templates which 
currently guide interactions between parents and schools as they respond to 
incidents of bullying.   
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In what follows, I discuss how parents’ stories of reporting bullying 
resonate with restitution, chaos and quest narratives.  Further, I consider how 
these common storylines intersect with key features of contemporary parenting 
culture.  In particular, I note how they intersect with dominant discourses of 
individual responsibility, the management of risk and the perceived need for 
professional expertise in contemporary parenting culture.  Throughout this 
discussion I pay close attention to how these stories move between different 
narrative types, with aspects of each having more or less resonance at different 
stages in parents’ reporting experiences.  I argue that by attending to these 
nuances this study provides important insight into the ways in which parents are 
both constrained and enabled by broad cultural narratives about the roles and 
responsibilities of parents as they attempt to engage with schools about incidents 
of bullying.  Further, I argue that such understandings are crucial to the 
development of more collaborative relations between parents and schools with 
respect to bullying.  Finally, I consider the implications of the study for policy and 
practice and propose some areas for future research. 
A Complex Weave of Storylines  
According to Frank (2013, pp. 76-77), the value of using a narrative 
typology to analyse personal stories of experience is that it draws attention to the 
‘narrative flux’ that exists within any one story, and to the range of narrative 
resources that storytellers draw on to make sense of their experiences.  In the 
present study, this process revealed strong resonances between parents’ stories of 
reporting bullying of their child to a school and the three core narratives of 
restitution, chaos and quest which Frank identifies as underlying most personal 
stories of illness.  Further, the analysis showed that there was a great deal of 
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complexity in how parents narrated these experiences.  Each parent’s account 
contained multiple storylines and shifting subject positions as they narrated 
different phases of their reporting experiences, and many of their stories traversed 
all three narrative types described by Frank. 
In Frank’s view, a crucial aspect of personal stories of illness is the sense 
of threat that the storyteller perceives as a result of their illness, both physically 
and existentially: ‘Illness threatens because it cancels our plans, forecloses our 
hopes, and reminds us that on the most basic physical level, we have no control of 
our lives’ (Frank, 2009, p. 188).  Similarly, in this study parents represented the 
bullying of their child as a disruptive life event which posed a significant threat 
not only to the safety and wellbeing of their child, but also to their own moral 
identity as a parent.  For these parents the bullying their child experienced at 
school represented a threat to their capacity to carry out their most basic parental 
duty to keep their child safe and their stories were characterised by a strong moral 
impulse to protect their child from further harm.  This aligns with recent research 
in this area which found that one of the most distressing aspects of parents’ 
experiences of discovering that their child had been bullied at school was the 
feeling that they had failed in their duty to protect their child and could no longer 
be sure of themselves in their role as a ‘good parent’ (Hale et al., 2017; Harcourt 
et al., 2015).   
All of the parents who took part in the present study told stories which 
resonate to some degree with discourses of intensive parenting which assign 
primary responsibility to parents for managing risks to their children’s health and 
safety across a range of environments, including that of the school.  As outlined in 
Chapter 2, notions of individual responsibility and the management of risk are key 
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features of current conceptualisations of ‘good parenting’.  In line with this, the 
majority of parents drew on heroic aspects of the quest narrative as they told how 
they had risen to the challenges posed by the bullying of their child and taken 
action to protect them from further harm.  At the same time, parents framed their 
experiences in terms of a restitution narrative in which they looked to the school 
to provide a solution to the bullying and restore a sense of safety to their child at 
school.  In this way, their stories enact a major tension in contemporary parenting 
culture between a strong focus on parental agency and a perceived need for 
professional expertise to ensure that children achieve a range of desirable health, 
education and social outcomes.  
Most parents began their accounts by describing how they had become 
aware that their child was being bullied at school.  In doing so, they positioned 
themselves as a responsible parent who was alert to signs of potential problems in 
their child’s life.  For example, Steve describes how he and his wife had noted 
that their son was more short tempered than usual with his siblings, and on 
questioning him about it discovered that he was reacting to having been the target 
of bullying at school.  Jenny also describes how she was alerted to the seriousness 
of her son’s situation at school by changes she noted in his general attitude 
towards school, going from a child who was highly engaged in his learning to one 
who was reluctant to attend school.  For these parents the bullying their child 
experienced at school represented a breach in the safe learning environment they 
expected the school to provide as part of its duty of care.  In recounting their 
experiences parents made it clear that they expected the school to act in loco 
parentis, and to guard against a range of risks to their child’s health and safety, 
including those posed by exposure to bullying.  From this perspective their stories 
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reflect the risk consciousness which researchers have argued is a pervasive feature 
of contemporary parenting culture (Faircloth, 2014; Furedi, 2008; Stearns, 2003).  
Indeed, research suggests that concerns about bullying can have a significant 
influence on where parents decide to send their child to school (Campbell et al., 
2009; Proctor & Aitchison, 2015).   
In the present study, parents represented the bullying their child 
experienced at school as a threat not only to their immediate safety but also to 
their future educational outcomes.  For example, Teresa described how she had 
chosen her daughter’s school as part of a long-term educational plan and was 
furious to think that this could be jeopardised by the behaviour of other children.  
Marie also worried that the bullying her son experienced had exacerbated his 
learning difficulties making it even harder for him to achieve good educational 
outcomes. Thus, what is at stake in these parents’ stories extends far beyond their 
child’s immediate circumstances at school to safeguarding an imagined future for 
them.  From this perspective, their stories resonate with current conceptualisations 
of parenting as a future oriented activity (Furedi, 2008; Ramaekers & Suissa, 
2012).  As outlined in Chapter 2, under neoliberal social policy parents are 
increasingly seen as responsible, through the choices they make, for ensuring that 
their children achieve a range of desirable outcomes and grow up to become 
productive members of society.  By reporting the bullying to the school these 
parents were attempting to ensure that their child remained safe at school, but also 
to ensure that they retained the best possible chance of achieving these long-term 
goals.  
Even so, many of the parents described how they had struggled to decide 
whether or not to report the bullying to the school.  Parents were often wary of 
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stepping in too soon and preventing their child from developing important life 
skills in resilience and problem solving.  As Louise puts it, ‘You can’t rush in and 
fight every battle.  There’s a point at which they have to learn to get on with 
people.’  Such caution resonates with public discourse about the dangers of 
‘helicopter parenting’ in which parents are advised against becoming too closely 
involved in their children’s lives.  A number of parents described how they were 
reluctant to contact the school about the bullying for fear of being judged in these 
terms, stating that they did not wish to be seen as the ‘problem parent’ or the 
‘pushy parent’.  As discussed in Chapter 2, such concerns are a key feature of 
contemporary parenting culture in which parents are caught in a ‘double bind’ 
between fulfilling the role of a responsible parent whose primary duty is to protect 
their child whilst also heeding warnings from child development experts about the 
damaging effects of over-protective parenting.  
Many of the parents described a period before contacting the school in 
which they tried to counsel their child in how to manage the situation themselves.  
During these early stages parents saw an opportunity to teach their child some 
important life skills.   For example, Louise contrasts the lack of support she 
received from her own mother when she was bullied at school with the guidance 
she now provides for her daughter in how to avoid troublemakers at school and 
protect herself online.  Donna sees the bullying her son experiences as a chance to 
teach him to respond to such negative experiences with resilience and empathy by 
trying to help him understand what the other child’s circumstances might be. 
Similarly, in their study Brown et al. (2013) describe a stage prior to contacting 
the school when parents tried to equip their child with strategies to cope with the 
experience of being bullied at school.   
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Such efforts can be seen as part of an increasing emphasis in contemporary 
Western societies on the role of parents in ensuring that children acquire a range 
of social and emotional skills.  As discussed in Chapter 2, there is now a vast 
array of psychologically based information and advice available to guide parents 
in this task.  Much of this material focuses on how parents can foster children’s 
skills in resilience and the ability to cope with negative experiences.  As Hoffman 
(2010) argues, parents who fail to ensure that their children develop these 
emotional competencies are commonly represented as a source of risk to their 
children by preventing them from reaching their maximum potential.  Further, as 
outlined in Chapter 3, such perceived failures in parenting are often associated 
with an increased risk of children becoming involved in bullying situations either 
as a bully or a victim.  In describing how they had helped their children develop 
strategies to cope with the bullying these parents’ stories draw on neoliberal 
discourses of resilience which emphasise the responsibility of individuals to cope 
with adversity by adapting to changes in their environment (Joseph, 2013). 
A number of parents also described how, before contacting the school, 
they tried to elicit further details from their child about specific incidents to 
determine if what was happening was a case of bullying or some other type of 
problem.  Some parents expressed concerns that unless they had clear evidence of 
behaviour which specifically met the school’s definition of bullying their report 
would not be taken seriously.  Although most parents were familiar with 
commonly used definitions of bullying as a form of aggressive behaviour which is 
repeated and involves an imbalance of power (Hemphill, Heerde, & Gomo, 2014), 
a number were unsure if this definition accurately described what their child was 
experiencing at school.  For example, Lisa could not tell if the uneasiness her 
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daughter felt at her new school stemmed from social ineptitude on the part of her 
classmates or intentionally hurtful behaviours.  Louise also noted that bullying 
behaviour occurs along a spectrum and parents need to make ‘a judgement call’ as 
to when the behaviour has escalated from being ‘just a bit mean’ to something 
more harmful which requires adult intervention.  
In addition, some parents felt that this behaviourally focussed definition of 
bullying did not fit their circumstances because it does not take into account the 
broader culture at their child’s school which they saw as the source of their child’s 
distress rather than the behaviour of any one child or group of children in 
particular.  For example, Martin described how his daughter’s anxiety related to a 
culture at her school which devalued her interests and hobbies and left her feeling 
socially rejected.  Seen in isolation specific incidents did not seem to qualify as 
bullying, but Martin felt that when considered together, a broader pattern of social 
exclusion could be discerned which therefore necessitated some form of action 
from the school.  Similarly, Charlotte saw the widespread and persistent teasing 
that her son endured on account of his long hair as evidence of a lack of tolerance 
for gender diversity within the culture of his school, and in society more generally, 
rather than aberrant behaviour by anyone in particular.  These stories reflect 
ongoing debates about the nature of school bullying as a problem which stems 
from deficits in individuals or as a product of broader social and cultural practices.  
As discussed in Chapter 3, psychological conceptualisations of bullying as 
pathological behaviour have been highly influential in framing bullying as a 
problem to be addressed at the level of individuals.  However, stories such as 
Martin’s and Charlotte’s align with a growing body of research which suggests 
that the problem requires responses which take into account the social and cultural 
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dimensions of bullying (e.g., Duncan, 2013; Horton, 2016; Ryan & Morgan, 2011; 
Schott & Søndergaard, 2014; Walton, 2005, 2011). 
Although some parents were ambivalent about reporting the bullying to 
the school, all at some point decided that they needed to seek help from the school 
to address the problem.  Some decided to approach the school after a particular 
incident which they felt had ‘crossed the line’ and confirmed for them that what 
their child was experiencing was indeed bullying and not some other form of 
childhood conflict.  For example, Louise decided to contact the school after she 
learned that her daughter had been physically threatened and had also been the 
target of threats and abuse online.  Others, such as Eve and Amanda, arrived at 
this decision after observing the cumulative effects of the bullying on their child’s 
wellbeing.  Concerns about school avoidance, somatic symptoms such as stomach 
aches, and increasing conflict within the family about how to respond to the 
bullying prompted these parents to overcome their child’s objections and report 
the bullying to the school.  In addition, a number of parents mentioned stories in 
the media about cases of bullying which had led young people to take their own 
lives, raising these as cautionary tales about what can happen if bullying is 
allowed to continue unchecked.  Thus, in reporting the bullying to the school 
parents were seeking assistance to protect their child from a range of serious 
harms which they associated with ongoing exposure to bullying. 
Restitution 
As noted previously, all of the parents who took part in this study gave 
accounts which drew on aspects of the restitution narrative in which the storyteller 
looks to an external agent to resolve the problem at hand and to restore a sense of 
normality to their life.  In this storyline the assumption was that the school, once 
 281 
 
notified, would take responsibility for intervening in the bullying and restoring a 
sense of safety to their child at school.  A number of parents described how they 
were encouraged in this view by the school’s anti-bullying policies and other 
communications which advise parents to report incidents of bullying to the school.  
For example, Marie observed that the school promoted these policies in some 
‘glossy brochures’ which were prominently displayed in the school office as well 
as through posters around the school which advertised a dedicated email address 
for parents to report incidents of bullying to the school.  Jenny also described how 
the school’s anti-bullying policies, including advice to parents to report incidents 
of bullying, were clearly laid out in student diaries.  Such protocols are in line 
with the National Safe Schools Framework (Ministerial Council for Education 
Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs [MCEEDYA], 2010), which 
emphasises the importance of communication and collaboration between parents 
and schools with respect to bullying.  Further, in contacting the school about the 
bullying parents were acting in accordance with current policy frameworks which 
urge parents to work in partnership with schools to ensure the best educational 
outcomes for their child (e.g., Department of Education and Training, 2016).   
However, as outlined in Chapter 2, studies have shown that interactions 
between parents and schools are often fraught with tensions about the exact nature 
of such partnerships and the relative roles and responsibilities of parents and 
schools within them (e.g. Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010; Macfarlane, 2008, 2009).  
Recent research has shown that such tensions are particularly evident in 
interactions between parents and schools with respect to bullying (Brown et al., 
2013; Hale et al., 2017; Harcourt et al., 2015; Hein, 2014, 2016).  These studies 
found that parents were often dissatisfied with how schools responded to their 
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reports of bullying and felt that schools should take greater responsibility for 
intervening in bullying situations.  In addition, a recent Australian survey of 
responses to bullying in government schools found that parents were often highly 
critical of how schools managed incidents of bullying and expected more action 
than they believed had been taken (Rigby & Johnson, 2016).   
Similarly, the majority of participants in the present study felt that the 
school had failed to provide an adequate response to their reports of bullying.  Of 
the 18 parents who took part in the study, only six gave accounts in which they 
attributed the resolution of bullying they had reported to actions taken by the 
school.  Although they may be in the minority, these positive stories provide 
much needed templates for collaborative relations between parents and schools 
with respect to bullying.  As noted previously, existing research on this topic 
provides limited information about successful collaborations between parents and 
schools to resolve instances of bullying.  For example, Brown et al. (2013) 
describe a single case in which a parent was satisfied with the way the school had 
responded to their report of bullying.  This case involved swift investigation of the 
bullying, interventions on multiple levels including notifying the perpetrator’s 
parents, and follow-up communication with the parent who reported the bullying.  
Similarly Hale et al. (2017) found that only three of the 21 parents who took part 
in their study described positive experiences with their child’s school in regards to 
reports of bullying.  They argue that a key feature of these positive experiences 
was the direct and timely communication these parents received from the school 
in response to their reports of bullying meaning that they had trust in the school to 
address the problem.   
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The present study adds to these few examples of positive interactions 
between parents and schools with respect to bullying and provides further insight 
into the meanings these experiences hold for parents.  In Chapter 6, I provided a 
detailed exploration of the stories of three parents, Jenny, Louise and Lisa, all of 
whom were satisfied with the response they received from their child’s school to 
their report of bullying.  Further examples of such positive experiences are also 
included in Chapter 5 in vignettes based on interviews with Sara, Charlotte and 
Donna, each of whom recounted both positive and negative experiences of 
reporting bullying.  By exploring these stories of parents’ positive experiences of 
reporting bullying, this study provides important insight into which aspects of 
these experiences have particular salience for parents and what they perceive as a 
satisfactory response to reports of bullying.  
In recounting their experiences, Jenny, Louise and Lisa all followed the 
basic storyline of the restitution narrative in which the problem at hand is seen as 
a temporary problem which is resolved with the help of an external agent.  
Accordingly, all three of these parents represented the bullying their child 
experienced at school as a temporary disruption to the normally safe conditions of 
their schooling.  Each described how, once notified of the problem, the school had 
taken action to intervene in the bullying and restore a sense of safety to their child 
at school.  All three expressed satisfaction with the approach taken by the school 
and the short amount of time it took for the bullying to stop.  Although these 
parents noted that their children had learned some valuable lessons as a result of 
these experiences, each represented the bullying as a relatively brief episode in 
their child’s life which had now returned to normal.  
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A key feature of these parents’ stories is the high degree of 
professionalism they attributed to school staff who responded to their reports of 
bullying.  In each case an individual member of staff, such as a Year Coordinator, 
had taken responsibility for overseeing the school’s response to the bullying and 
kept in close contact with parents as they worked to resolve the problem.  The 
quick and clear response that these parents received from the school confirmed for 
them that they had made the right decision in reporting the bullying to school.  In 
line with findings by Hale et al. (2017), the regular communication these parents 
received from the school about the progress of their report also meant that they 
had trust in the school to manage the situation and bring the bullying to an end.   
These parents also found reassurance in knowing that the school had clear 
policies and processes to deal with incidents of bullying.  Further, they were 
impressed by the close congruence they saw between these stated policies and the 
actions taken by the school to resolve the bullying.  For example, Louise 
described how the ‘zero tolerance’ policies at her daughter’s school were backed 
up by the measures which were taken by the Year Coordinator in response to the 
bullying, including contacting the parents of the perpetrators.  Lisa also saw a 
close connection between the response she received to her report of bullying and a 
more general undertaking by the school to provide a quick response to any 
concerns that parents might have about their child’s experience at the school, 
whether that be academic or social.  
In addition, these parents were impressed by the professional expertise 
staff brought to their interactions with students about the bullying.  For example, 
Jenny spoke approvingly of the holistic approach her son’s Year Coordinator 
applied to the problem.  She described how he worked closely with students to 
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foster an ethos of community care as a means of preventing bullying behaviours.  
However, at the same time there were clear consequences for students who 
engaged in bullying behaviours.  In Jenny’s view, this combination of pastoral 
care and clear boundaries was a skilful means of dealing with a complex problem.  
Similarly, Charlotte described the skill with which her son’s teacher had managed 
to circumvent the persistent teasing her son experienced on account of his long 
hair by tailoring lessons to foster greater understanding and acceptance of gender 
diversity in the class.  Sara also admired the creative way in which her daughter’s 
new teacher had used classroom activities to support her daughter and bolster her 
social standing with her peers. 
From this perspective, these parents’ stories align with the focus on 
professional expertise which is a key feature of the restitution narrative.  As Frank 
(2013) has argued, such a focus fits within a modernist master narrative in which 
it is assumed that every problem can be solved with the right expertise.  However, 
although these parents were appreciative of the professionalism with which staff 
responded to their report of bullying, for the most part they did not position 
themselves as passive recipients of the solutions offered by the school.  In contrast 
to the lack of agency which is typically displayed by the storyteller of the 
restitution narrative, these parents described how they had worked collaboratively 
with the school to ensure that their child’s situation improved.  In particular, they 
described how they continued to monitor the situation and communicated closely 
with the school as various interventions were put in place.  Further, they described 
a number of strategies they used alongside those implemented by the school to 
protect their child.  For example, Jenny and Sara both sought to buffer the effects 
of the bullying by extending their child’s friendship network outside of school, 
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while Louise helped her daughter set up security settings on her Facebook page to 
protect her from online bullying.  Although they were satisfied that the episode of 
bullying they had reported had now come to end, these parents remained alert to 
the possibility that their child may be bullied again in the future and were ready to 
make contact with the school again if this should occur.   
Each of these parents expressed confidence that, given the way the school 
had handled their previous report of bullying, any future reports they might make 
would also be taken seriously.  This sense of trust in the school to act on reports of 
bullying was a key element in the collaborative relations these parents described 
between themselves and the school.  A further element which contributed to this 
sense of collaboration was the acknowledgement parents received from the school 
that they had done the right thing in reporting the bullying.  This had significance 
for parents in a number of ways.  Firstly, they were relieved that the school 
recognised the behaviour they had reported as bullying.  In the restitution 
narrative, diagnosis is crucial to determining the course of action which brings 
about a resolution to the problem at hand.  Accordingly, parents saw the 
acknowledgement they received from the school as confirmation that their report 
was taken seriously and that the school would take action to resolve the bullying.  
Secondly, parents felt buoyed by the thanks they received from staff for bringing 
the bullying to their attention.  Parents saw this as an indication that their actions 
were seen as a help rather than a hindrance to the work of the school.   
Charlotte provides a clear illustration of the importance of this type of 
acknowledgement when she contrasts the dismissive attitude she encountered 
from the Principal at her son’s former primary school when she raised concerns 
about aggressive behaviours at the school with the gratitude expressed by her 
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son’s teacher at his new school when she reported the teasing her son was 
experiencing.  While the response she received at her son’s former school left her 
feeling that it was futile to try and communicate with the school, at her son’s new 
school she was able to enter into a productive dialogue with the teacher during 
which she made a number of suggestions about ways to improve social relations 
in the class.  This led to the teacher making some additions to the content of his 
lessons which, in Charlotte’s view, resulted in a rapid improvement in her son’s 
situation at school.  Importantly, Charlotte came away from this meeting feeling 
that her son’s teacher regarded her as a respected partner in solving a problem 
rather than ‘a nagging parent making his job harder’.  Thus, the acknowledgement 
parents received from their child’s school to their reports of bullying also played 
an important part in affirming their identity as a responsible parent who was 
acting appropriately by advocating on behalf of their child with the school.  
Such a sense of acknowledgement was pivotal to how parents narrated 
their experiences and the way in which they positioned themselves in relation to 
their child’s school.  As noted previously, all of the parents who took part in this 
study initially positioned themselves within a restitution narrative in which they 
looked to the school to resolve the bullying.  However, only those few parents 
who felt that the school had truly acknowledged the validity of their report of 
bullying continued to frame their experiences as a restitution narrative.  Most 
described how the school had failed to provide such acknowledgement, and this 
marked a shift in their story away from the certainty of the restitution narrative 
towards the sense of fear and unpredictability which characterises the chaos 
narrative. 
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Chaos 
In Chapter 7, I explored the stories of three parents, Martin, Eve and 
Amanda, whose children had been bullied at school over a number of years.  Each 
of these parents described how they had made a series of unsuccessful attempts to 
get the school to acknowledge the validity of their reports of bullying and to take 
action to resolve the situation.  Each told of the trauma they experienced as they 
witnessed their child’s increasing distress when the bullying continued despite 
their repeated requests for assistance from the school.  In recounting their 
experiences, these parents evoked the extreme sense of vulnerability which Frank 
describes as typical of the chaos narrative.  In contrast to stories told as restitution 
narratives in which parents found reassurance in the response they received from 
the school, in these stories parents emphasised the deep sense of betrayal they felt 
as staff failed to acknowledge the validity of their reports of bullying and gave no 
assurance that the school would take action to resolve the situation.   
Although the majority of parents who took part in this study told how 
through one means or another the bullying of their child did eventually come to an 
end, most evoked elements of the chaos narrative as they described how they had 
struggled to have their have their reports of bullying taken seriously by the school.  
As discussed previously, in the restitution narrative, diagnosis or the correct 
naming of an illness is crucial to determining a course of action to remedy the 
problem.  In the chaos narrative, with no clear identification of the problem there 
is no clear plan for a remedy and the storyteller is subject to ongoing fear and 
uncertainty about what the future may hold.  Similarly, many of the parents who 
took part in this study told how the school’s failure to recognise the behaviour 
they had reported as evidence of bullying signalled that there was no clear plan of 
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action to resolve the problem, thus leaving their child vulnerable to further 
bullying.  
Parents found it particularly distressing when incidents which they saw as 
clear evidence of bullying seemed to be accepted by school staff as normal 
childhood behaviour and did not prompt any form of action by the school.  For 
example, Jackie was shocked by the ‘flippant’ responses she received from 
teachers and the Principal when she complained about the verbal and physical 
abuse her two children had experienced at their school.  She tells how, after 
having her concerns dismissed numerous times, she began to doubt her own 
judgement and wonder if she was being ‘hyper-sensitive’.  Similarly, Martin was 
dismayed when the detailed account of events he provided to the school as 
evidence of the relational bullying his daughter was experiencing was dismissed 
as normal behaviour for teenage girls.  Further, he tells how indignant he felt 
when he was specifically directed by staff not to call the behaviour bullying.   
Stories such as these highlight the difficulties parents experience as they 
try to interpret their child’s experiences and determine if they will ‘count’ as 
bullying in the eyes of the school.  In a number of cases parents complained that 
the school had misinterpreted their child’s situation as one of conflict between 
peers rather than a case of bullying.  Although some schools offered mediation in 
such cases, parents were often dissatisfied with this approach because they did not 
feel that it took into account the more powerful position occupied by the 
perpetrator of the bullying.  For example, Teresa describes how attempts at 
mediation in her daughter’s case had resulted in an escalation of the bullying 
because it failed to give the main perpetrator a clear message that her behaviour 
was unacceptable.   Further, Teresa noted that poor record keeping by the school 
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meant that incidents were often viewed and dealt with in isolation rather than 
being recognised as part of a broader pattern of intentionally hurtful behaviour.  
A key feature of such stories is the lack of trust parents expressed in the 
ability of school staff to intervene effectively in bullying situations.  While those 
parents who framed their experiences in terms of a restitution narrative found 
reassurance in the professional manner in which staff had managed their child’s 
situation, the majority of parents who took part in the study were highly critical of 
the interventions made by staff in response to their reports of bullying.  Many 
complained that staff appeared to lack expertise in this area and that the ad hoc 
nature of their interventions had worsened the situation for their child.  In 
particular, parents were critical of approaches which did not provide a clear set of 
consequences for bullying behaviour.  For example, Eve was deeply disappointed 
by the ‘soft and fluffy’ approach taken by the Principal at her daughter’s school 
when he gave a talk to the whole school about bullying in general but did not 
invoke any consequences for specific incidents which she had reported.  In Eve’s 
view this strategy did not provide any disincentive to the perpetrators of the 
bullying.  To the contrary, Eve attributed the escalation of the bullying her 
daughter experienced to the lack of authority demonstrated by the Principal in 
response to previous episodes of bullying.  Similarly, Amanda felt that the lack of 
a clear response from staff to incidents of bullying at her daughter’s school gave 
perpetrators the message that they could continue to harass her daughter with 
impunity.  
A further criticism made by parents relates to the tendency of staff to focus 
on deficits in the child who was being bullied rather than censuring the behaviour 
of those who were bullying, or looking to see what in the broader culture of the 
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school might influence such behaviour.  A number of parents described how staff 
made suggestions about what their child could do differently to enable them to ‘fit 
in’ better with their peers.  Others were advised to seek counselling for their child 
to help them develop greater social and emotional resilience.  Parents were highly 
critical of such suggestions and represented them as evidence of a ‘victim blaming’ 
mentality on the part of the school.  A number of parents expressed the view that 
this kind of approach only served to stigmatise their child and made staff less 
inclined to take their reports of bullying seriously.  For example, Donna observed 
that her son’s teacher had minimised the bullying her son experienced by claiming 
that he was ‘a bit of a drama queen’.  
In addition, parents saw such a focus on their child’s deficits as an implied 
criticism of their own performance as a parent.  As Eve explained, one of the most 
upsetting aspects of her interactions with her daughter’s school was the 
implication that she must be ‘doing something wrong as a parent’ to cause her 
daughter to be bullied.  As discussed in Chapter 3, representations of parents as a 
risk to their children due to perceived faults in their parenting are a key feature of 
dominant psychological conceptualisations of bullying.  From this perspective, 
over-protective parenting is seen to restrict children’s social and emotional 
development, thereby placing them at greater risk of becoming a victim of 
bullying (Lereya et al., 2013).  Such ideas were particularly salient in stories told 
by parents whose initial reports of bullying had not been acted on by the school.  
The failure of the school to take action in response to their reports of bullying 
often led parents to doubt their own judgement and wonder if they were being 
over-protective in bringing the bullying to the attention of the school.  A number 
of parents also described how they had hesitated to report further incidents of 
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bullying to the school for fear of being judged negatively as a ‘problem parent’.  
For example, Martin described how he had reached an impasse at his daughter’s 
school in which he feared that any further efforts on his part to convince staff of 
the severity of his daughter’s situation would be interpreted as evidence that he 
was an ‘over-intense parent’ and therefore a causal factor in his daughter’s 
problems at school.   
Parents also described how the anxiety they felt in relation to the bullying 
of their child was exacerbated by the lack of information provided by the school 
regarding what actions had been taken in response to their reports of bullying.  In 
contrast to the clear and regular communication described by parents who framed 
their experiences in terms of restitution, many parents described how the school 
either did not get back in contact with them following their reports of bullying, or 
declined to give details of what actions had been taken for reasons of privacy.  
Without such information parents feared that their report had either been forgotten 
or dismissed as inconsequential and that their child would remain vulnerable to 
further bullying.  This left parents in a state of limbo, not knowing if they should 
contact the school again or take matters into their own hands.  As Marie puts it, 
‘It’s OK to report the bullying ... but it’s what happens to it.  Once you do your bit, 
what happens then?’ 
Thus, the majority of parents who took part in this study found little reason 
to believe that the school would take action to bring the bullying of their child to 
an end.  Many feared that with no effective action from the school their child 
would continue to be bullied with potentially serious consequences for their future 
health and wellbeing.  Further, the dismissive responses that parents received 
from the school to their reports of bullying threatened to undermine their sense of 
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themselves as a competent parent who was able to advocate effectively on behalf 
of their child.  In recounting these experiences parents evoked the sense of 
powerlessness which is a key feature of the chaos narrative.  This aligns with 
previous research in this area which has drawn attention to the powerlessness 
often felt by parents as they attempt to engage with schools about incidents of 
bullying (Brown et al., 2013; Hale et al., 2017; Harcourt et al., 2015; Hein, 2014, 
2016).  These studies found that the responses parents received from schools to 
their reports of bullying most often served to compound rather than alleviate the 
problem.  For example, Hein (2014) found that parents who reported incidents of 
bullying to schools were positioned by staff according to negative parental 
stereotypes which disempowered them as they attempted to advocate on behalf of 
their child.  In addition, parents became frustrated and angry when staff looked to 
the home environment for the source of their child’s problems at school.  
Similarly, Hale et al. (2017) found that the lack of control parents experienced 
during such interactions threatened to undermine their sense of themselves as a 
‘good parent’ who was able to protect their child from harm. 
Although previous research has emphasised the sense of powerlessness 
often felt by parents in this situation, it is important to note that studies have also 
found that, in the absence of effective action from the school, some parents take it 
upon themselves to resolve the problem.  For example, Brown et al. (2013, p. 508) 
identified a phase in parents’ reporting experiences which they termed ‘aftermath’ 
in which ‘parents were left with the understanding that it was up to them to restore 
their child’s sense of safety at school’.  During this phase parents took a range of 
actions to ensure that the bullying stopped, including changing their child’s school 
or opting to home-school.  In addition, Harcourt et al. (2015) found that while 
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some parents who were dissatisfied with the response they received from the 
school chose to remove their child from the school, others took a more 
confrontational approach and threatened to involve authorities beyond the school.  
As discussed in Chapter 2, research suggests that parents are most likely to 
become confrontational in their communications with schools when they perceive 
that the school is failing in its responsibility in loco parentis or that their 
competence as a parent is being called into question by the school (Ranson et al., 
2004; Vincent & Martin, 2002).   
In the present study, the majority of parents told how the realisation that 
they could not rely on the school to protect their child from further bullying had 
prompted them to take further action themselves to resolve the problem.  
Although parents commonly drew on aspects of the chaos narrative to describe 
how they had struggled to have their reports of bullying taken seriously by the 
school, only one parent told a story in which there was no respite from the sense 
of powerlessness which characterises the chaos narrative.  In this study, Martin’s 
story was notable for the hopelessness it conveyed as he told how he could see no 
way of bringing an end to the bullying his daughter was experiencing at school.  
The majority of parents told how the unsatisfactory response they received from 
their child’s school to their reports of bullying had acted as a catalyst for them to 
find alternative ways to resolve the problem.  This represents a significant shift in 
their stories away from the vulnerability and futility of the chaos narrative toward 
the strong sense of agency which characterises the quest narrative.   
Quest 
According to Frank (2013), quest stories are necessary to restore the moral 
agency that is denied to the storyteller by restitution and chaos narratives.  In 
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Chapter 8, I explored the stories of three parents, Teresa, Steve and Donna, who 
drew on aspects of the quest narrative to position themselves as a ‘good parent’ 
who was acting in the best interests of their child.  Each of these parents 
represented the unsatisfactory response they received from their child’s school as 
a call to action and cast themselves as the hero of their story as they told how they 
had worked to restore a sense of safety to their child.  From this perspective their 
stories resonate with broad cultural understandings regarding the primary 
responsibility of parents to ensure the safety and wellbeing of their child.   
As noted previously, the majority of parents who took part in this study 
were dissatisfied with the response they received from their child’s school to their 
reports of bullying and felt compelled to take further action themselves to resolve 
the problem.  Participants described a range of actions they had taken to intervene 
in the bullying including: taking a more assertive stance with the school, 
contacting authorities beyond the school and talking directly to perpetrators of the 
bullying or to their parents.  As in previous studies (Brown et al., 2013; Hale et al., 
2017; Harcourt et al., 2015), a number of parents also chose to remove their child 
from the school rather than leave them in what they considered to be an unsafe 
environment.  For some, this involved significant upheaval as they needed to 
relocate in order to enrol their child in a different government school.  For 
example, Charlotte and Jackie had both chosen to move to the city after they were 
unable to gain a satisfactory response to their reports of bullying at their local 
rural school.  Those who could not or did not wish to relocate found other ways of 
ensuring a safe learning environment for their child.  For example, Kim described 
how she gained permission to enrol her daughter at a school outside of her local 
area by advocating with education authorities for special consideration due to the 
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ongoing nature of the bullying.  However Kate decided to opt out of formal 
schooling altogether, choosing to home-school all of her children after her son’s 
experiences with bullying made her wary about the level of safety in schools in 
general.   
Other parents were adamant that, having chosen a particular school for 
their child, they would stay and continue to advocate on behalf of their child.  In 
her story, Teresa clearly attributes the resolution of the bullying her daughter was 
experiencing to her own perseverance in keeping a written record of each incident 
and bringing them to the attention of the school.  Although Teresa believes that 
her continued advocacy meant that she was seen by staff as something of a 
nuisance, she claims that if she had not persisted in reporting the bullying her 
daughter would have suffered greatly in terms of her mental health and poor 
academic outcomes.  In this way, Teresa represents the assertive stance she took 
with the school as morally justified.  At the same time, she is saddened by the 
isolated position this placed her in at the school and tells of the emotional strength 
it took to maintain a presence there.  Similarly, Steve justifies the actions he took 
in speaking directly with the perpetrators of the bullying and their parents in terms 
of his position as a parent trying to protect his child from harm.  In Steve’s view, 
the school’s failure to communicate openly with parents about incidents of 
bullying put him in a difficult position where he felt morally obliged to inform 
another parent about the behaviour of their child.  However, as was the case with 
Teresa, Steve felt that there had been a social cost to speaking out about the 
bullying.  Not only did he feel that he had lost a friend by doing so, he also felt 
estranged from the school and less inclined to be involved in committee work or 
other voluntary activities at the school.  
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By detailing the obstacles they had overcome and the sacrifices they made 
to protect their child, many of the parents who took part in this study drew 
strongly on heroic aspects of the quest narrative to make sense of their 
experiences.  In this way, their stories align with discourses of intensive parenting 
which assign primary responsibility to parents for managing risks to their 
children’s health and safety.  However, at the same time there was a strong 
impulse in these parents’ stories toward working more collaboratively with 
schools and other parents to respond to incidents of bullying.  Indeed, one of the 
most striking aspects of these stories was the sense of isolation that many of the 
parents felt as they advocated on behalf of their child.  As noted previously, by 
reporting the bullying to the school parents were acting in accordance with current 
policy directives for parents to work in partnership with schools to address a range 
of educational issues, including school bullying.  However, the sense of betrayal 
that parents felt when their reports of bullying were dismissed by their child’s 
school suggests that there are significant gaps between how parents would wish to 
see themselves within such partnerships and how they perceive their interactions 
with school staff.   
Further, many of the parents who took part in the study expressed a desire 
for greater communication and shared responsibility between parents when 
incidents of bullying occur.  For example, Jenny, Steve, Kate and Jackie all 
described how they had tried to reach out to other parents for help to resolve the 
bullying their child was experiencing.  Although these stories show that such 
discussions can be fraught with difficulty, they nonetheless demonstrate a tension 
between neoliberal conceptualisations of parenting as a highly individualised 
activity and a desire for more communal responses to issues of bullying and the 
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care of children more generally.  In this respect, these stories lend support to 
critiques of contemporary parenting culture which posit that an increasing focus 
on individual responsibility for the care of children functions to undermine trust 
and mutual support between parents (Bristow, 2014b; Furedi, 2008).  In line with 
this, the stories presented here suggest that the isolating nature of intensive 
parenting practices contributes significantly to the lack of support and sense of 
stigma which previous research suggests is often experienced by parents whose 
children are bullied at school (Harcourt et al., 2014). 
A further layer of complexity in stories told as quest narratives relates to 
the way in which parents represent themselves in their role as a parent.  As noted 
previously, a distinguishing feature of the quest narrative is the strong sense of 
agency it affords to the storyteller.  While parents commonly drew on heroic 
aspects of the quest narrative to describe how they had risen to the challenges 
posed by the bullying of their child, some also drew on transformative aspects of 
the quest narrative in which the storyteller views adversity as an opportunity for 
learning and growth.  In particular, a number of parents reflected on how they had 
grown in their role as a parent as a result of their experiences advocating on behalf 
of their child.  From this perspective, the quest narrative functions as a self-story 
in which ‘the genesis of the quest is some occasion requiring the person to be 
more than she has been, and the purpose is becoming one who has risen to that 
occasion’ (Frank, 2013, p. 128).  For example, Eve and Amanda both told how 
they had struggled to take a decisive role in responding to the bullying of their 
child but had eventually found the strength to do so.  Both told how they had been 
galvanised into action by the anger they felt towards the school for failing in its 
duty of care, but also by their own sense of guilt for allowing the situation to 
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continue for so long.  Further, both represent their eventual expression of anger as 
a major turning point in their story when they felt they had ‘stepped up’ to their 
responsibility as a parent to protect their child from harm.   
Similarly, Donna drew on transformative aspects of the quest narrative to 
consider the kind of parent she may need to become within a rapidly changing 
school environment.  In her story, Donna considers a number of ways in which 
she could position herself in relation to her son’s school in regard to incidents of 
bullying.  She tells how, over her many years as a parent at the school, she has 
worked closely with particular teachers to help her son navigate episodes of 
bullying.  However, in an increasingly time-pressured school environment where 
such close relations between parents and teachers are difficult to maintain, Donna 
imagines that she may need to adopt a more forceful approach with the school to 
ensure a satisfactory outcome for her son.  For Donna, the ability to adapt in this 
way is a crucial means by which she enacts her role as a responsible parent in an 
increasingly complex social environment.  Thus, through stories of transformation 
and self-discovery, these parents enact a sense of creative agency which enables 
them to fashion a new parenting identity for themselves as they respond to the 
bullying of their child.  In this way, their stories align with notions of parenting as 
a form of ‘performativity’ which responds to a range of cultural influences and as 
such is always in a state of flux (Geinger et al., 2014).    
As I have shown, in this study there was a great deal of complexity in how 
parents narrated their experiences of reporting bullying of their child to a school 
and in the type of agency they claimed for themselves as they did so.  However, a 
common thread throughout their stories was a concern with what kind of parent 
their actions showed them to be.  In this way, each parent’s story functioned as a 
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demonstration of their moral identity as a parent.  Taken together, these stories 
highlight the pervasive influence of neoliberal discourses of reflexive 
individualism which encourage parents to produce themselves as self-scrutinising 
individuals who are constantly making choices about the kind of parent they want 
to be (Jensen, 2010).  And yet, as this study also shows, such choices are made in 
the context of strong cultural narratives about what constitutes ‘good parenting’ 
and in particular, the primary responsibility of parents for ensuring the best 
possible outcomes for their child.  While recent studies have shown how notions 
of ‘good parenting’ can undermine parental agency with regard to incidents of 
bullying (Hale et al., 2017; Hein, 2014, 2016), the stories presented here show that 
parents engage with these ideas in highly complex ways which may also afford 
them a strong sense of agency as they respond to the bullying of their child.  By 
tracing the complexities in how parents make sense of their experiences of 
reporting bullying, and marking the moments when their stories shift from one 
narrative type to another, the present study reveals a dynamic process of identity 
construction in which parents are both constrained and enabled by notions of 
parental responsibility with regard to bullying.  I now turn to the final section of 
the chapter in which I consider the implications that such understandings have for 
policy and practice and propose some areas for future research. 
Moving Beyond Discourses of Responsibility and Blame 
This study provides a rich and nuanced account of how parents make sense 
of their experiences of reporting bullying to schools.  The prevalence of the quest 
narrative in the stories presented here speaks to the strength of broad cultural 
narratives regarding the role of parents as powerful agents in protecting their child 
from harm.  However, these stories also suggest that in the context of school 
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bullying, parental agency is often accompanied by a profound sense of 
disconnection between parents and schools. When parents feel that their concerns 
are not being heard and that they must strike out on their own in order to keep 
their child safe at school, efforts to build partnerships between parents and schools 
are seriously undermined.   
In line with previous research on this topic (Brown et al., 2013; Hale et al., 
2017; Harcourt et al., 2014; Hein, 2014, 2016), the present study highlights the 
importance of open and timely communication between parents and schools about 
incidents of bullying.  In particular, the study draws attention to the need for 
schools to ensure that there are clear processes in place to respond to parents’ 
reports of bullying and to keep parents informed about how the school is 
managing the situation at each stage of the process.  While most parents who took 
part in the study noted the existence of an anti-bullying policy at their child’s 
school, it was the lack of congruence between these stated policies and the 
response they received when they reported incidents of bullying which prompted 
a number of parents to view their child’s school with mistrust and resentment.  As 
these stories also illustrate, strained relations between parents and schools can 
contribute to children having more protracted experiences of bullying as parents 
may be reluctant to approach schools about further incidents.  Thus, it is at the 
level of practice, particularly the relational aspects of how school staff respond to 
parents who report incidents of bullying, that change is most urgently required.   
As discussed previously, a key concern in many of the parents’ stories was 
the implied criticism they felt from staff surrounding their parenting practices.  I 
suggest that such a dynamic flows from dominant conceptualisations of bullying 
as individual pathological behaviour which is often associated with deficits in 
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parenting.  As I have argued elsewhere (Herne, 2016), the dominance of this view 
in school bullying research has contributed to counter-productive discourses of 
responsibility and blame whereby parents are constructed as both the cause of and 
solution to the problem, with little account taken of the broader social and cultural 
contexts in which bullying takes place.   
Two decades ago, Hepburn (1997) found that in talking about bullying, 
teachers commonly drew on discourses of individual responsibility and blame 
which, she argues, serve to maintain rather than alleviate the problem of bullying.  
The stories presented here suggest that, despite support for socio-ecological 
approaches to the prevention of school bullying (Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, 
& Hymel, 2010), when responding to incidents of bullying many teachers 
continue to look to deficits in individual children and their immediate family 
circumstances as the source of the problem.  In line with critiques of 
individualistic approaches to school bullying research and prevention programs 
(Davies, 2011; Duncan, 2013; Ryan & Morgan, 2011; Schott & Søndergaard, 
2014; Søndergaard, 2014; Walton, 2011), I contend that such a focus limits our 
capacity to respond to a complex social phenomenon in flexible and imaginative 
ways.   
As Søndergaard (2014, p. 390) has argued: ‘It is important to bear in mind 
that the contexts in which bullying takes place are characterised by ever-changing 
social conditions, shifting actors and continuously emerging dilemmas and social 
manoeuvrings’.  Such understandings are crucial if we are to move beyond 
reductive discourses of individual responsibility and blame which can serve to 
stigmatise and alienate parents, and to foster instead practices which afford 
respect and dignity to parents and school staff alike as they work to resolve 
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bullying situations.  Here, I concur with Vincent (2017, p. 9) who has called for 
the development of more ‘dialogic relations’ between parents and teachers.  From 
this perspective, partnerships between parents and school staff can be reframed as 
‘communities of practice’ which ‘exist as a collective process of dialogic learning’ 
(Price-Mitchell, 2009, p. 20).   
I suggest that such a shift in parent-school relations would support the 
impulse towards more communal responses to bullying expressed by a number of 
parents who took part in this study.  In addition, more dialogic relations between 
parents and schools with regard to incidents of bullying would reduce the 
likelihood of parents casting themselves within a heroic quest narrative in which 
they perceive that they must act independently of the school to keep their child 
from harm.  As Vincent (2017, p. 9) observes, ‘an expectation of a more dialogic 
relationship between teachers and parents would lessen the dependence on an 
individual parent’s will and capacity to scrutinise their child’s school career 
independently’.   
However, as Price-Mitchell (2009, p. 20) points out: ‘For parents and 
schools to constitute a community of practice, they must value the knowledge and 
experience of one another and work through the structures and processes designed 
to collaborate across boundaries’.  Thus, an important task for future research is to 
explore how schools can foster more dialogic relations with parents as they 
respond to incidents of bullying.  In particular, research should explore the 
discursive conditions which support staff to adopt an engaged and empathetic 
stance in responding to parents’ reports of bullying.  As the stories presented here 
illustrate, such a stance is key to encouraging parents to report any further 
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incidents of bullying in a timely manner and to trust the school’s processes in 
managing the situation.   
Accordingly, the present study could usefully be extended to explore the 
stories of teachers and other school staff who have responded to parents’ reports 
of bullying.  A detailed exploration of these stories would provide insight into the 
implications that common storylines and associated subject positions have for 
how school staff interpret and respond to parental reports of bullying.  In 
particular, such research should seek to identify those storylines which are most 
conducive to collaborative relations between parents and schools with respect to 
bullying.    
A further task for future research is to explore how narrative practices can 
be incorporated into teacher training and professional development to help 
teachers respond more effectively when parents approach them with concerns 
about bullying.  According to Frank (2012, p. 48-49), one way in which his 
typology of illness narratives is useful is that it can enhance ‘professional listening’ 
and help clinicians to hear the different narrative threads that patients use to 
construct their stories of illness and how these change over time.  In addition, 
Frank (2010, p. 123) argues that naming these narrative types ‘enables people to 
understand what stories they are telling and how their own responses and plans—
their sense of possibility—are conducted by those stories’.  In this regard, I 
suggest that the field of narrative medicine has much to offer in terms of 
education and training to deepen the capacity of teachers to respond to parents’ 
reports of bullying with ‘empathy, reflection, professionalism and trustworthiness’ 
(Charon, 2001, p. 1897).   
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Thus, future research in this vein should investigate how narrative 
practices can be used to support more open and trusting communications between 
parents and schools with respect to bullying.  In conjunction with the present 
study, such research may help to facilitate the emergence of new storylines in 
which the knowledge and experience of parents are valued alongside professional 
expertise in responding to school bullying.  
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Epilogue 
 
It’s happening again.  A new school, a new start and here we are again.  
But this time I’m quick off the mark.  There’s too much at stake to let things spiral 
out of control.  I am well-versed by now in what counts as bullying and what 
doesn’t and this certainly makes the grade.  I know who to contact and I fire off an 
email listing all the facts as I know them, making it clear that I expect the school 
to nip this situation in the bud.   
The swift and sure response I receive shocks me.  There is 
acknowledgement and empathy for how I am feeling and a calm acceptance of 
responsibility: ‘I’m so sorry that this happened on our watch.’  Next, there is a 
clear plan for making sure that my son feels safe and supported at school and that 
those who might have it otherwise know without a shadow of a doubt that that 
isn’t OK.  Things roll out just as they say and it stops.  It stops.    
A couple of weeks pass and then there is a phone call from the school.  I 
catch my breath, but there is no drama. They are just checking back to see how we 
are all travelling now.  I say that things seem to have settled, but admit that I’m 
still nervous and watching to see if it will start up again.  There is a space and then, 
with no hint of judgement comes: ‘It’s OK, we’ve got him. We’ve got him.’  And 
I trust now that, together, we do.  
 I breathe out and turn towards my day. 
 
 
 307 
 
References 
Aarsand, L. (2011). Parents, expertise and identity work: The media conceptualised as a 
lifelong learning practice. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 19(3), 435-455. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2011.607839 
Aarsand, L. (2014). The knowledgeable parenting style: Stance takings and subject 
positions in media encounters. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 33(5), 
625-640. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02601370.2014.909895 
Ainsworth, M., Blehar, M., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A 
psychological study of the strange situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 
Aitchison, C. (2010). Good mothers go school shopping. In S. Goodwin & K. Huppatz 
(Eds.), The good mother: Contemporary motherhoods in Australia (pp. 88-110). 
Sydney, NSW: Sydney University Press. 
Aldridge, J., Shute, J., Ralphs, R., & Medina, J. (2011). Blame the parents? Challenges 
for parent-focused programmes for families of gang-involved young people. 
Children & Society, 25(5), 371-381. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-
0860.2009.00282.x 
Andrews, K., Silk, K., & Eneli, I. (2010). Parents as health promoters: A theory of 
planned behavior perspective on the prevention of childhood obesity. Journal of 
Health Communication, 15(1), 95-107. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10810730903460567 
Angus, L. (2015). School choice: Neoliberal education policy and imagined futures. 
British Journal of Sociology of Education, 36(3), 395-413.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2013.823835 
 308 
 
Armstrong, D. (1995). Power and partnership in education: Parents, children, and 
special educational needs. London: Routledge. 
Assarsson, L., & Aarsand, P. (2011). 'How to be good': Media representations of 
parenting. Studies in the Education of Adults, 43(1), 78-92. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02660830.2011.11661605 
Australian Broadcasing Commission. (2016). Queensland schools banned 150 parents for 
violence against teachers last year  Retrieved 14 August, 2016, from 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-07-26/parents-banned-from-schools-due-to-
violence-respect-our-staff/7663082 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2016a). 3101.1 - Australian Demographic Statistics, June 
2016  Retrieved 20 February 2017, from 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3101.0 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2016b). 3218.0 - Regional Population Growth, Australia, 
2014-15 Retrieved 20 February, 2017, from 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mf/3218.0 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2016c). 3303.0 - Causes of Death, Australia, 2014 
Retrieved 15 September, 2016, from 
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2014~M
ain%20Features~Intentional%20self-harm%20by%20Age~10051 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2017). 4221.0 Schools Australia, 2016, Table 43a  
Retrieved 20 February, 2017, from 
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4221.02016?OpenDoc
ument 
 309 
 
Axford, N., Farrington, D., Clarkson, S., Bjornstad, G. J., Wrigley, Z., & Hutchings, J. 
(2015). Involving parents in school-based programs. Journal of Children's 
Services, 10, 242-251. https://doi.org/10.1108/JCS-05-2015-0019 
Backett-Milburn, K., & Harden, J. (2004). How children and their families construct and 
negotiate risk, safety and danger. Childhood, 11(4), 429-447.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568204047105 
Bæck, U. D. K. (2010). ‘We are the professionals’: A study of teachers’ views on parental 
involvement in school. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 31(3), 323-335.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01425691003700565 
Baez, B., & Talburt, S. (2008). Governing for responsibility and with love: Parents and 
children between home and school. Educational Theory, 58(1), 25-43. doi: 
10.1111/j.1741-5446.2007.00274.x 
Bakhtin, M. (1981). The dialogic imagination: Four essays (trans. C Emerson and M 
Holquist) (original Russian publication 1975). Austin, TX: University of Texas 
Press. 
Bakhtin, M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays (trans. V McGhee) (original 
Russian publication 1970–1979). Austin, TX: University of Texas Press. 
Baldry, A. C. (2003). Bullying in schools and exposure to domestic violence. Child Abuse 
& Neglect, 27(7), 713-732. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(03)00114-5 
Baldry, A. C., & Farrington, D. P. (2000). Bullies and delinquents: Personal 
characteristics and parental styles. Journal of Community & Applied Social 
Psychology, 10, 17-31. doi: https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-
1298(200001/02)10:1<17::AID-CASP526>3.0.CO;2-M 
 310 
 
Baldry, A. C., & Farrington, D. P. (2005). Protective factors as moderators of risk factors 
in adolescence bullying. Social Psychology of Education, 8(3), 263-284.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-005-5866-5 
Bally, J., Holtslander, L., Duggleby, W., Wright, K., Thomas, R., Spurr, S., & Mpofu, C. 
(2014). Understanding parental experiences through their narratives of restitution, 
chaos, and quest: Improving care for families experiencing childhood cancer. 
Journal of Family Nursing, 20(3), 287-312. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1074840714532716 
Bamberg, M. (2005). Narrative discourse and identities. In J. C. Meister, T. Kindt & T. 
Schernus (Eds.), Narratology beyond literary criticism: Mediality, disciplinarity 
(pp. 213-237). Berlin: De Gruyter. 
Bandura, A. (1973). Aggression: A social learning analysis. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall. 
Bansel, P., Davies, B., Laws, C., & Linnell. (2009). Bullies, bullying and power in the 
contexts of schooling. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 30(1), 59-69.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01425690802514391 
Barboza, G. E., Schiamberg, L. B., Oehmke, J., Korzeniewski, S. J., Post, L. A., & 
Heraux, C. G. (2009). Individual characteristics and the multiple contexts of 
adolescent bullying: An ecological perspective. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 
38(1), 101-121. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-008-9271-1 
 
 
 311 
 
Barr, J., De Souza, M., Harrison, C., Hyde, B., Van Vliet, H., & Saltmarsh, S. (2012). 
Parenting the ‘Millennium Child’: Choice, responsibility and playing it safe in 
uncertain times. Global Studies of Childhood, 2(4), 302-318.  
https://doi.org/10.2304/gsch.2012.2.4.302 
Bastiani, J. (1993). Parents as partners: Genuine progress or empty rhetoric? In P. Munn 
(Ed.), Parents and schools: Customers, managers or partners (pp. 101-116). 
London, UK: Routledge. 
Beamish, P., & Morey, P. (2012). School choice: What motivates parents. TEACH 
Journal of Christian Education, 6(2), 32-38. Retrieved from 
http://research.avondale.edu.au/teach/vol6/iss2/9 
Beck, U. (1992). Risk society: Towards a new modernity. London, UK: Sage. 
Beck, U., & Beck-Gernsheim, E. (2002). Individualization: Institutionalized 
individualism and its social and political consequences. London, UK: Sage. 
Bell, K., McNaughton, D., & Salmon, A. (2009). Medicine, morality and mothering: 
Public health discourses on foetal alcohol exposure, smoking around children and 
childhood overnutrition. Critical Public Health, 19(2), 155-170.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09581590802385664 
Bernard, M., & Milne, M. (2008). School procedures and practices for responding to 
students who bully. Melbourne, Victoria: Victorian Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development. 
Bernstein, J., & Watson, M. (1997). Children who are targets of bullying: A victim 
pattern. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 12(4), 483-498.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/088626097012004001 
 312 
 
Blackmore, J., & Hutchison, K. (2010). Ambivalent relations: The ‘tricky footwork’ of 
parental involvement in school communities. International Journal of Inclusive 
Education, 14(5), 499-515. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13603110802657685 
Bosworth, K., Espelage, D. L., & Simon, T. R. (1999). Factors associated with bullying 
behavior in middle school students. The Journal of Early Adolescence, 19(3), 341-
362. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431699019003003 
Bowers, L., Smith, P., & Binney, V. (1994). Perceived family relationships of bullies, 
victims and bully/victims in middle childhood. Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships, 11(2), 215-232. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407594112004 
Bowes, L., Maughan, B., Caspi, A., Moffit, T., & Arseneault, L. (2010). Families 
promote emotional and behavioral resilience to bullying: Evidence of an 
environment effect. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 51(7), 809-817.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2010.02216.x 
Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment. New York, NY: Basic Books. 
Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base: Parent-child attachment and healthy human 
development. London, UK: Basic Books. 
Bristow, J. (2014a). The double bind of parenting culture: Helicopter parents and cotton 
wool kids. In E. Lee, J. Bristow, C. Faircloth & J. Macvarish (Eds.), Parenting 
culture studies (pp. 200-215). London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Bristow, J. (2014b). Who cares for children? In E. Lee, J. Bristow & J. Macvarish (Eds.), 
Parenting culture studies (pp. 102-126). London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 313 
 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiment by nature 
and design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Brown, J. R., Aalsma, M. C., & Ott, M. A. (2013). The experiences of parents who report 
youth bullying victimization to school officials. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 
28(3), 494-518. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260512455513 
Bruner, J. (1986). Actual minds, possible worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 
Bruner, J. (1990). Acts of meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Burr, V. (2003). Social constructionism. London, UK: Routledge. 
Bury, M. (1982). Chronic illness as biographical disruption. Sociology of Health & Illness, 
4(2), 167-182. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.ep11339939 
Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and subversion of identity. New York, NY: 
Routledge. 
Čablová, L., Pazderková, K., & Miovský, M. (2014). Parenting styles and alcohol use 
among children and adolescents: A systematic review. Drugs: Education, 
Prevention and Policy, 21(1), 1-13. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3109/09687637.2013.817536 
Cahill, H., Morrison, P., & Griffiths, C. (2007). Mind Matters: A whole school approach 
to dealing with bullying and harrassment. Carlton, Victoria: Commonwealth 
Department of Health and Ageing. 
 314 
 
Cameron, D. (2011). We are all in this together, from 
http://www.conservatives.com/News/Speeches/2011/08/David_Cameron_We_are
_all_in_this_together.aspx 
Campbell, C. (2005). Changing school loyalties and the middle class: A reflection on the 
developing fate of state comprehensive high schooling. The Australian 
Educational Researcher, 32(1), 3-24. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03216810 
Campbell, C., Proctor, H., & Sherington, G. (2009). School choice: How parents 
negotiate the new school market in Australia. Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin. 
Carr-Gregg, M. (2006). Princess bitchface syndrome. Camberwell, Vic: Penguin. 
Carrera, M., DePalma, R., & Lameiras, M. (2011). Toward a more comprehensive 
understanding of bullying in school settings. Educational Psychology Review, 
23(4), 479-499. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-011-9171-x 
Carroll, L. N., Smith, S. A., & Thomson, N. R. (2015). Parents as Teachers Health 
Literacy Demonstration Project: Integrating an empowerment model of health 
literacy promotion into home-based parent education. Health Promotion Practice, 
16(2), 282-290. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524839914538968 
Charon, R. (2001). Narrative medicine: A model for empathy, reflection, profession, and 
trust. JAMA, 286(15), 1897-1902. doi: 10.1001/jama.286.15.1897 
Chase, S. (2001). Universities as discursive environments for sexual identity construction: 
Troubled identities in a postmodern world. In J. Gubrium & A. Holstein (Eds.), 
Institutional selves (pp. 142-157). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
 315 
 
Chase, S. (2003). Learning to listen: Narrative principles in a qualitative research 
methods course. In R. Josselson, A. Lieblich & D. P. McAdams (Eds.), Up close 
and personal: The teaching and learning of narrative research (pp. 80-97). 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
Christie-Mizell, C. (2003). Bullying: The consequences of interparental discord and 
child's self-concept. Family Process, 42(2), 237-251.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.2003.42204.x 
Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in 
qualitative research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Clarke, J. N. (2012). Surplus suffering, mothers don’t know best: Denial of mothers’ 
reality when parenting a child with mental health issues. Journal of Child Health 
Care, 16(4), 355–366. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367493512443904 
Clarke, V., Kitzinger, C., & Potter, J. (2004). 'Kids are just cruel anyway:' Lesbian and 
gay parents talk about homophobic bullying. British Journal of Social Psychology, 
43(4), 531-550. https://doi.org/10.1348/0144666042565362 
Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education (7th ed.). 
New York, NY: Routledge. 
Coleyshaw, L. (2010). The power of paradigms: A discussion of the absence of bullying 
research in the context of the university student experience. Research in Post-
Compulsory Education, 15(4), 377-386.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2010.526799 
 316 
 
Conle, C. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Research tool and medium for professional 
development. European Journal of Teacher Education, 23(1), 49-63.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/713667262 
Connell, R. (2013). The neoliberal cascade and education: An essay on the market agenda 
and its consequences. Critical Studies in Education, 54(2), 99-112.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2013.776990 
Craig, L., Powell, A., & Smyth, C. (2014). Towards intensive parenting? Changes in the 
composition and determinants of mothers' and fathers' time with children 1992–
2006. The British Journal of Sociology, 65(3), 555-579.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12035 
Cross, D., Epstein, M., Hearn, L., Slee, P., Shaw, T., & Monks, H. (2011). National Safe 
Schools Framework: Policy and practice to reduce bullying in Australian schools. 
International Journal of Behavioral Development, 35(5), 398-404.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025411407456 
Cross, D., Lester, L., & Barnes, A. (2015). A longitudinal study of the social and 
emotional predictors and consequences of cyber and traditional bullying 
victimisation. International Journal of Public Health, 60(2), 202-217.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00038-015-0655-1 
Cross, D., Monks, H., Hall, M., Shaw, T., Pintabona, Y., Erceg, E., . . . Lester, L. (2011). 
Three-year results of the Friendly Schools whole-of-school intervention on 
children's bullying behaviour. British Educational Research Journal, 37(1), 105-
129. https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920903420024 
 317 
 
Cross, D., Shaw, T., Hearn, L., Epstein, M., Monks, H., Lester, L., & Thomas, L. (2009). 
Australian Covert Bullying Prevalence Study (ACBPS). Perth, WA: Child Health 
Promotion Research Centre, Edith Cowan University. 
Crozier, G. (1998). Parents and schools: Partnership or surveillance? Journal of 
Education Policy, 13(1), 125-136. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0268093980130108 
Crozier, G. (2000). Parents and schools: Partners or protagonists? Stoke on Trent and 
Sterling, VA: Trentham Books. 
Cucchiara, M. B., & Horvat, E. M. (2014). Choosing selves: The salience of parental 
identity in the school choice process. Journal of Education Policy, 29(4), 486-509.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2013.849760 
Cunningham, H. (2005). Children and childhood in Western society since 1500. Harlow, 
UK: Pearson Education. 
Curtner-Smith, M., Culp, A., Culp, R., Scheib, R., Owen, C., Tilley, K., . . . Coleman, P. 
(2006). Mothers' parenting and young economically disadvantaged children's 
relational and overt bullying. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 15(2), 181-193.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-005-9016-7 
Czarniawska-Joerges, B. (1997). Narrating the organization: Dramas of institutional 
identity. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
Dahlstedt, M., & Fejes, A. (2014). Family makeover: Coaching, confession and parental 
responsibilisation. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 22(2), 169-188.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2013.812136 
 318 
 
Danby, S., & Osvaldsson, K. (2011). Bullying: The moral and social orders at play. 
Children & Society, 25(4), 255-257. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-
0860.2011.00381.x 
Davies, B. (2011). Bullies as guardians of the moral order or an ethic of truths? Children 
& Society, 25(4), 278-286. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2011.00380.x 
Davies, B., & Harré, R. (1999). Positioning and personhood. In R. Harré & L. van 
Langenhove (Eds.), Positioning theory (pp. 32-52). Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 
Dawson, M. (2012). Reviewing the critique of individualization: The disembedded and 
embedded theses. Acta Sociologica, 55(4), 305-319.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699312447634 
De Benedictis, S. (2012). ‘Feral’ parents: Austerity parenting under neoliberalism. 
Studies in the Maternal, 4(2). Retrieved from www.mamsie.bbk.ac.uk 
De Carvalho, M. E. (2001). Rethinking family-school relations: A critique of parental 
involvement in schooling. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 
Department of Education  Tasmania. (2017). Education Act Implementation  Retrieved 8 
September, 2017, from https://www.education.tas.gov.au/about-
us/legislation/education-act/ 
Department of Education and Training. (2016). Students first: Engaging parents in 
education.  Retrieved 21 July 2016, from 
https://www.studentsfirst.gov.au/engaging-parents-education 
 319 
 
DiMarco, J., & Newman, M. (2011). When your child is being bullied: Real solutions for 
parents, educators and other professionals. Poughkeepsie, NY: Vivishphere 
publishing. 
Dimmock, C. A. J., O'Donoghue, T. A., & Robb, A. S. (1996). Parental involvement in 
schooling: An emerging research agenda. Compare: A Journal of Comparative 
and International Education, 26(1), 5-20. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0305792960260102 
Duncan, N. (2013). Using disability models to rethink bullying in schools. Education, 
Citizenship and Social Justice, 8(3), 254-262.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/1746197913486250 
Eaton, K., Ohan, J. L., Stritzke, W. G. K., & Corrigan, P. W. (2016). Failing to meet the 
good parent ideal: Self-stigma in parents of children with mental health disorders. 
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 25(10), 3109-3123. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-016-0459-9 
Edmunds, L. (2005). Parents' perceptions of health professionals' responses when seeking 
help for their overweight children. Family Practice, 22(3), 287-292.  
https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/cmh729 
Egan, S. K., & Perry, D. G. (1998). Does low self-regard invite victimization? 
Developmental Psychology, 34(2), 299-309.  
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0012-1649.34.2.299 
Eliot, M., & Cornell, D. G. (2009). Bullying in middle school as a function of insecure 
attachment and aggressive attitudes. School Psychology International, 30(2), 201-
214. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034309104148 
 320 
 
Elliot, J. (2005). Using narrative in social research: Qualitative and quantitative 
approaches. London, UK: Sage. 
Ellwood, C., & Davies, B. (2010). Violence and the moral order in contemporary 
schooling: A discursive analysis. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 7(2), 85-98.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14780880802477598 
Emerson, L., Fear, J., Fox, S., & Sanders, E. (2012). Parental engagement in learning and 
schooling: Lessons from research. Canberra, ACT: Family-School and 
Community Partnerships Bureau. 
Epstein, J., Salinas, K., & Connors, L. (1993). School and family partnerships: Surveys 
and summaries. Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University, Center on School, 
Family and Community Partnerships. 
Epstein, J., Sanders, M., Simon, B., Salinas, K., Rodriguez Jansorn, N., & Van Voorhis, F. 
(2009). School, family and community partnerships: Your handbook for action. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 
Esin, C., Fathi, M., & Squire, C. (2013). Narrative analysis: The constructionist approach. 
In U. Flick (Ed.), The sage handbook of qualitative data analysis (pp. 203-216). 
London, UK: Sage. 
Espelage, D. (2014). Ecological theory: Preventing youth bullying, aggression, and 
victimization. Theory Into Practice, 53(4), 257-264.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2014.947216 
 
 321 
 
Espelage, D., & Swearer, S. (2010). A social-ecological model for bullying prevention 
and intervention: Understanding the impact of adults in the social ecology of 
youngsters. In J. Jimerson, S. Swearer & D. Espelage (Eds.), Handbook of 
bullying in schools: An international perspective. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Espino, J. (2013). Two sides of intensive parenting: Present and future dimensions in 
contemporary relations between parents and children in Spain. Childhood, 20(1), 
22-36. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568212445225 
Evans, C., Fraser, M., & Cotter, K. (2014). The effectiveness of school-based bullying 
prevention programs: A systematic review. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 
19(5), 532-544. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2014.07.004 
Ezzy, D. (2000a). Fate and agency in job loss narratives. Qualitative Sociology, 23(1), 
121-134. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005459701480 
Ezzy, D. (2000b). Illness narratives: Time, hope and HIV. Social Science & Medicine, 
50(5), 605-617. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(99)00306-8 
Faircloth, C. (2014). Intensive parenting and the expansion of parenting. In E. Lee, J. 
Bristow, C. Faircloth & J. Macvarish (Eds.), Parenting culture studies (pp. 25-50). 
London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Faircloth, C., & Murray, M. (2015). Parenting kinship, expertise, and anxiety. Journal of 
Family Issues, 36(9), 1115-1129. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X14533546 
Ferriter, M., & Huband, N. (2003). Experiences of parents with a son or daughter 
suffering from schizophrenia. Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing, 
10(5), 552-560. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2850.2003.00624.x 
 322 
 
Field, E. (2007). Bully blocking: Six secrets to help children deal with teasing and 
bullying. Sydney, NSW: Finch Publishing. 
Finnegan, R. A., Hodges, E. V., & Perry, D. G. (1998). Victimization by peers: 
Associations with children's reports of mother-child interaction. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 75(4), 1076-1086. 
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.75.4.1076 
Flouri, E., & Buchanan, A. (2003). The role of mother involvement and father 
involvement in adolescent bullying behavior. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 
18(6), 634-644. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260503251129 
Fontaine, K. (2015). The risks of being a helicopter parent. Kidspot  Retrieved 15 
September, 2016, from 
http://www.kidspot.com.au/parenting/parenthood/parenting-style/the-risks-of-
being-a-helicopter-parent 
Ford, G. (2013). 'It was like sending her into battle': Understanding how parents are 
affected by bullying in schools. Paper presented at the No2Bullying Conference 
2013: Managing the Impacts of Bullying: Prevention, Policy and Practice, Surfers 
Paradise, Qld, Australia. http://no2bullying.org.au/2013/proceedings.pdf#page=23 
Fox, S., & Olsen, A. (2014). Education capital: Our evidence base. Defining parental 
engagement. Canberra, ACT: Australian Research Alliance for Children and 
Youth. 
France, E. F., Hunt, K., Dow, C., & Wyke, S. (2013). Do men’s and women’s accounts of 
surviving a stroke conform to Frank’s narrative genres? Qualitative Health 
Research, 23(12), 1649-1659. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732313509895 
 323 
 
Francis, A. (2012). Stigma in an era of medicalisation and anxious parenting: How 
proximity and culpability shape middle-class parents’ experiences of disgrace. 
Sociology of Health & Illness, 34(6), 927-942. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9566.2011.01445.x 
Frank, A. (1995). The wounded storyteller: Body, illness, and ethics. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 
Frank, A. (2002). Why study people’s stories? The dialogical ethics of narrative analysis. 
International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 1(1), 109-117. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690200100102 
Frank, A. (2005). What is dialogical research and why should we do it? Qualitative 
Health Research, 15(7), 964-974. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305279078 
Frank, A. (2009). Tricksters and truth tellers: Narrating illness in an age of authenticity 
and appropriation. Literature and medicine, 28(2), 185-199. 
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/402245 
Frank, A. (2010). Letting stories breathe: A socio-narratology. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press. 
Frank, A. (2012). Practicing dialogical narrative analysis. In J. Holstein & J. Gubrium 
(Eds.), Varieties of narrative analysis (pp. 33-52). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Frank, A. (2013). The wounded storyteller: Body, illness, and ethcis (2nd ed.). Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
 324 
 
Freeman, M. (2010). 'Knowledge is acting': Working class parents' intentional acts of 
positioning within the discursive practice of involvement. International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies in Education, 23(2), 181-198. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09518390903081629 
Frigerio, A., Montali, L., & Fine, M. (2013). Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder 
blame game: A study on the positioning of professionals, teachers and parents. 
Health, 17(6), 584-604. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/1363459312472083 
Furedi, F. (2008). Paranoid parenting. London, UK: Continuum. 
Furedi, F. (2012). Parental determinism: a most harmful prejudice. Spiked [Online]. 
Retrieved from http://www.spiked-online.com/site/article/12465 
Galitz, T., & Robert, D. (2014). Governing bullying through the new public health model: 
A Foucaultian analysis of a school anti-bullying programme. Critical Public 
Health, 24(2), 182-195. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2013.784394 
Geertz, C. (1988). Work and lives: The anthropologist as author. Standford, CA: 
Standord University Press. 
Geinger, F., Vandenbroeck, M., & Roets, G. (2014). Parenting as a performance: Parents 
as consumers and (de)constructors of mythic parenting and childhood ideals. 
Childhood, 21(4), 488-501. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568213496657 
Georgiou, S. (2008). Bullying and victimization at school: The role of mothers. British 
Journal of Educational Psychology, 78(1), 109-125. 
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709907X204363 
 325 
 
Georgiou, S., & Stavrinides, P. (2013). Parenting at home and bullying at school. Social 
Psychology of Education, 16(2), 165-179. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-012-
9209-z 
Gergen, K. (1999). An invitation to social construction. London, UK: Sage. 
Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and self identity: Self and society in the late modern age. 
Cambridge, UK: Polity Press. 
Gillies, V. (2005). Raising the ‘meritocracy’: Parenting and the individualization of social 
class. Sociology, 39(5), 835-853. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038505058368 
Gillies, V. (2008). Perspectives on parenting responsibility: Contextualising values and 
practices. Journal of Law and Society, 35(1), 95-112. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6478.2008.00416.x 
Gillies, V. (2011). From function to competence: Engaging with the new politics of 
family. Sociological Research Online, 16(4). Retrieved from 
http://www.socresonline.org.uk/16/4/11.html 
Gilmer, C., Buchan, J. L., Letourneau, N., Bennett, C. T., Shanker, S. G., Fenwick, A., & 
Smith-Chant, B. (2016). Parent education interventions designed to support the 
transition to parenthood: A realist review. International Journal of Nursing 
Studies, 59, 118-133. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2016.03.015 
Gini, G., & Pozzoli, T. (2009). Association between bullying and psychosomatic 
problems: A metaanalysis. Pediatrics, 123(3), 1059-1065. Retrieved from 
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org 
 326 
 
Glass, G., & Tabatsky, D. (2014). The overparenting epidemic: Why helicopter parenting 
is bad for your kids... and dangerous for you too! New York, NY: Skyhorse 
Publishing. 
Gopal, A. (2016). Helicopter parenting has given birth to a generation of entitled victims. 
The Huffington Post, (12 April). Retrieved from 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/abilash-gopal-md/helicopter-parenting-has-
_b_9657534.html 
Green, C. (2006). Toddler taming. Sydney, NSW: Doubleday Australia Pty Ltd. 
Green, V., Harcourt, S., Mattioni, L., & Prior, T. (2013). Bullying in New Zealand 
schools: A final report. Wellington, NZ: Victoria University of Wellington. 
Guldberg, H. (2009). Reclaiming childhood: Freedom and play in an age of fear. London 
and New York: Routledge. 
Hagedorn, S. (2004). My father, the 'wounded storyteller': A postchaos narrative. 
Qualitative Inquiry, 10(3), 463-474. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403261851 
Hale, R., Fox, C., & Murray, M. (2017). 'As a parent you become a tiger': Parents talking 
about bullying at school. Journal of Child and Family Studies Advance online 
publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0710-z 
Hamarus, P., & Kaikkonen, P. (2008). School bullying as a creator of pupil pressure. 
Educational Research 50(4), 333-345. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00131880802499779 
Hansen, E. (2006). Successful qualitative research: A practical introduction. Crows Nest, 
NSW: Allen & Unwin. 
 327 
 
Harcourt, S., Green, V., & Bowden, C. (2015). 'It is everyone's problem': Parents' 
experiences of bullying. New Zealand Journal of Psychology, 44(3), 4-17. 
Retrieved from http://www.psychology.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/Parents-
Experiences-of-Bullying.pdf 
Harcourt, S., Jasperse, M., & Green, V. (2014). 'We were sad and we were angry':  A 
systematic review of parents' perspectives on bullying. Child & Youth Care 
Forum, 43(3), 373-391. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-014-9243-4 
Harden, J. (2005). Parenting a young person with mental health problems: Temporal 
disruption and reconstruction. Sociology of Health & Illness, 27(3), 351-371.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2005.00446.x 
Hays, S. (1996). The cultural contradictions of motherhood. New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press. 
Hein, N. (2014). Parental positions in school bullying: The production of powerlessness 
in home-school cooperation. In R. M. Schott & D. M. Søndergaard (Eds.), School 
bullying: New theories in context (pp. 301-330). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Hein, N. (2016). New perspectives on the positioning of parents in children’s bullying at 
school. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 38(8), 1125-1138.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2016.1251305 
Hemphill, S. A., Heerde, J., & Gomo, R. (2014). A conceptual definition of school-based 
bullying for the Australian research and academic community. Canberra, ACT: 
Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth. 
 328 
 
Henderson, A., Harmon, S., & Newman, H. (2016). The price mothers pay, even when 
they are not buying it: Mental health consequences of idealized motherhood. Sex 
Roles, 74(11), 512-526. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-015-0534-5 
Henderson, A., Mapp, K., Johnson, V., & Davies, D. (2007). Beyond the bake sale: The 
essential guide to family–school partnerships. New York, NY: New Press. 
Hepburn, A. (1997). Teachers and secondary school bullying: A postmodern discourse 
analysis. Discourse & Society, 8(1), 27-48. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926597008001003 
Herne, K. E. (2016). ‘It’s the parents’: Re-presenting parents in school bullying research. 
Critical Studies in Education, 57(2), 254-270. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2014.988635 
Hoffman, D. M. (2009). How (not) to feel: Culture and the politics of emotion in the 
American parenting advice literature. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics 
of Education, 30(1), 15-31. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01596300802643058 
Hoffman, D. M. (2010). Risky investments: Parenting and the production of the 'resilient 
child'. Health, Risk & Society, 12(4), 385-394.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13698571003789716 
Holstein, J., & Gubrium, J. (2011). Animating interview narratives. In D. Silverman (Ed.), 
Qualitative research: Issues of theory, method and practice (pp. 149-167). 
London, UK: Sage. 
Holstein, J., & Gubrium, J. (2012). Varieties of narrative analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
 329 
 
Holt, A. (2010). Managing ‘spoiled identities’: Parents’ experiences of compulsory 
parenting support programmes. Children & Society, 24(5), 413-423. doi: 
10.1111/j.1099-0860.2009.00255.x 
Holt, M., Vivolo-Kantor, A., Polanin, J., Holland, K., DeGue, S., Matjasko, J., . . . Reid, 
G. (2015). Bullying and suicidal ideation and behaviors: A meta-analysis. 
Pediatrics 135(2), 496-509. http://dx.doi.org/10.1542/peds.2014-1864 
Holt, M. K., Kaufman Kantor, G., & Finkelhor, D. (2008). Parent/child concordance 
about bullying involvement and family characteristics related to bullying and peer 
victimization. Journal of School Violence, 8(1), 42-63. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15388220802067813 
Hong, J. S., Cho, H., Allen-Meares, P., & Espelage, D. L. (2011). The social ecology of 
the Columbine High School shootings. Children and Youth Services Review, 33(6), 
861-868. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.12.005 
Hong, J. S., & Eamon, M. K. (2012). Students' perceptions of unsafe schools: An 
ecological systems analysis. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 21(3), 428-438.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-011-9494-8 
Hong, J. S., & Espelage, D. (2012). A review of research on bullying and peer 
victimization in school: An ecological systems analysis. Aggression and Violent 
Behavior, 17(4), 311-322. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2012.03.003 
Hornby, G. (2011). Parental involvement in childhood education: Building effective 
school-family partnerships. New York, NY: Springer. 
 330 
 
Horton, P. (2016). Portraying monsters: Framing school bullying through a macro lens. 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 37(2), 204-214. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2014.951833 
Hudson, J., & Dodd, H. (2012). Informing early intervention: Preschool predictors of 
anxiety disorders in middle childhood. PLoS One, 7(8), e42359.  
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0042359 
Hughes, N. D., Locock, L., Simkin, S., Stewart, A., Ferrey, A. E., Gunnell, D., . . . 
Hawton, K. (2017). Making sense of an unknown terrain: How parents understand 
self-harm in young people. Qualitative Health Research, 2(2), 215-225.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315603032 
Humphrey, G., & Crisp, B. (2008). Bullying affects us too: Parental responses to bullying 
at kindergarten. Australian Journal of Early Childhood, 33(1), 45-49 Retrieved 
from http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au 
Hydén, M. (2013). Narrating sensitive topics. In M. Andrews, C. Squire & M. 
Tamboukou (Eds.), Doing narrative research (2nd ed., pp. 223-239). London, UK: 
Sage. 
Hymel, S., & Swearer, S. M. (2015). Four decades of research on school bullying: An 
introduction. American Psychologist, 70(4), 293-299. 
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0038928 
Inglis, G. (2012). Reconstructing parents’ meetings in primary schools: The teacher as 
expert, the parent as advocate and the pupil as self-advocate. Centre for 
Educational Policy Studies Journal, 2(1), 83-103. Retrieved from 
http://www.cepsj.si/doku.php?id=en:cepsj 
 331 
 
Jacobson, R., B. (2010). Narrating characters: The making of a school bully. Interchange, 
41(3), 255-283.  https://doi.org/10.1007/s10780-010-9126-z 
Jacobson, R., B. (2013). Rethinking school bullying: Dominance, identity and school 
culture. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Jenkins, N. (2006). ‘You can't wrap them up in cotton wool!’ Constructing risk in young 
people's access to outdoor play. Health, Risk & Society, 8(4), 379-393. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13698570601008289 
Jenks, E. (2005). Explaining disability: Parents’ stories of raising children with visual 
impairments in a sighted world. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 34(2), 
143-169. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241604272064 
Jensen, T. (2010). ‘What kind of mum are you at the moment?’ Supernanny and the 
psychologising of classed embodiment. Critical Psychology, 3(2), 170-192.  
https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2009.2 
Jeynes, W. (2008). Effects of parental involvement on experiences of discrimination and 
bullying. Marriage & Family Review, 43(3-4), 255-268.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01494920802072470 
Joseph, J. (2013). Resilience as embedded neoliberalism: A governmentality approach. 
Resilience, 1(1), 38-52.  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21693293.2013.765741 
Josselson, R. (2013). Interviewing for qualitative inquiry: A relational approach. New 
York, NY: The Guildford Press. 
 332 
 
Jovchelovitch, S., & Bauer, M. W. (2000). Narrative interviewing. In M. Bauer & G. 
Gaskell (Eds.), Qualitative researching with text, image and sound: A practical 
handbook (pp. 57-74). London, UK: Sage. 
Joyce, A. (2014). How helicopter parents are ruining college students. The Washington 
Post, (September 2). Retrieved from 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/parenting/wp/2014/09/02/how-helicopter-
parents-are-ruining-college-students/?tid=pm_pop 
Juvonen, J., Wang, Y., & Espinoza, G. (2011). Bullying experiences and compromised 
academic performance across middle school grades. Journal of Early Adolescence, 
31(1), 152-173. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431610379415 
Kehily, M. J. (2010). Childhood in crisis? Tracing the contours of ‘crisis’ and its impact 
upon contemporary parenting practices. Media, Culture & Society, 32(2), 171-185. 
doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443709355605 
Kelly, D. (2015). Career coach: A step by step guide to help your teen find their life's 
purpose. Dublin: Gill and McMillan Ltd. 
KidsMatter. (2016). KidsMatter - Role of families.  Retrieved 17 September, 2016, from 
https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/families/information-sheets 
Kvale, S. (2007). Doing interviews. Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 
Ladd, G., & Ladd, B. (1998). Parenting behaviors and parent–child relationships: 
Correlates of peer victimization in kindergarten. Developmental Psychology, 
34(6), 1450-1458. http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0012-1649.34.6.1450 
 333 
 
Lahey, J. (2015). The gift of failure: How parents learn to let go so their children can 
succeed. New York, NY: Harper Collins. 
Lam, C., & Kwong, W. (2012). The 'paradox of empowerment' in parent education: A 
reflexive examination of parents' pedagogical expectations. Family Relations, 
61(1), 65-74. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2011.00685.x 
Lambeir, B., & Ramaekers, S. (2007). The terror of explicitness: Philosophical remarks 
on the idea of a parenting contract. Ethics and Education, 2(2), 95-107.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17449640701622934 
Landeros, M. (2010). Defining the ‘good mother’ and the ‘professional teacher’: Parent–
teacher relationships in an affluent school district. Gender and Education, 23(3), 
247-262. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2010.491789 
Lashlie, C. (2007). He'll be OK: Growing gorgeous boys into good men. Auckland, NZ: 
Harper Collins. 
Lau, R. W. (2012). Understanding contemporary modernity through the trends of therapy 
and life-‘skills’ training. Current Sociology, 60(1), 81-100. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392111426650 
Lawrence, D., Johnson, S., Hafekost, J., Boterhoven de Haan, K., Sawyer, M., Ainley, J., 
& Zubrick, S. (2015). The mental health of children and adolescents: Report on 
the second Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of Mental Health and 
Wellbeing. Canberra, ACT: Department of Health. 
Lee, C. (2011). An ecological systems approach to bullying behaviors among middle 
school students in the United States. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 26(8), 
1664-1693. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260510370591 
 334 
 
Lee, C., & Song, J. (2012). Functions of parental involvement and effects of school 
climate on bullying behaviors among South Korean middle school students. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 22(10), 1-28. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260511433508 
Lee, E. (2014a). Experts and parenting culture. In E. Lee, J. Bristow, C. Faircloth & J. 
Macvarish (Eds.), Parenting culture studies (pp. 51-75). London, UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
Lee, E. (2014b). Introduction. In E. Lee, J. Bristow, C. Faircloth & J. Macvarish (Eds.), 
Parenting culture studies (pp. 1-22). London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Lee, E., Macvarish, J., & Bristow, J. (2010). Risk, health and parenting culture. Health, 
Risk & Society, 12(4), 293-300. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13698571003789732 
Lereya, S. T., Samara, M., & Wolke, D. (2013). Parenting behavior and the risk of 
becoming a victim and a bully/victim: A meta-analysis study. Child Abuse & 
Neglect, 37(12), 1091-1108. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2013.03.001 
Lester, L., Cross, D., Dooley, J., & Shaw, T. (2013). Bullying victimisation and 
adolescents: Implications for school-based intervention programs. Australian 
Journal of Education, 57(2), 107-123. https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944113485835 
Liamputtong, P., & Ezzy, D. (2005). Qualitative research methods. South Melbourne, 
VIC: Oxford University Press. 
Liss, M., Schiffrin, H., & Rizzo, K. (2013). Maternal guilt and shame: The role of self-
discrepancy and fear of negative evaluation. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 
22(8), 1112-1119. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9673-2 
 335 
 
Little, H. (2015). Mothers’ beliefs about risk and risk-taking in children’s outdoor play. 
Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 15(1), 24-39. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14729679.2013.842178 
Locke, J., Campbell, M., & Kavanagh, D. (2012). Can a parent do too much for their 
child? An examination by parenting professionals of the concept of overparenting. 
Australian Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 22(2), 249-265. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2012.29 
Lodge, J. (2014). Helping your child stop bullying: A guide for parents. Melbourne, VIC: 
Australian Institute of Family Studies. 
Loh, A. (2016). Negative consequences of  helicopter parenting and ways to avoid them. 
Brainy Child, Retrieved 15 September 2016, from http://www.brainy-
child.com/articles/negative-consequences-helicopter-parenting.shtml 
Luet, K. M. (2017). Disengaging parents in urban schooling. Educational Policy, 31(5), 
674-702. https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904815616481 
Lupton, D. (2011). ‘The best thing for the baby’: Mothers’ concepts and experiences 
related to promoting their infants’ health and development. Health, Risk & Society, 
13(7-8), 637-651. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2011.624179 
Lupton, D. (2012a). 'I'm always on the lookout for what could be going wrong': Mothers' 
concepts and experiences of health and illness in their young children. Sydney 
Health & Society Group Working Paper No. 1. Sydney: Sydney Health & Society 
Group. 
 336 
 
Lupton, D. (2012b). ‘Precious cargo’: Foetal subjects, risk and reproductive citizenship. 
Critical Public Health, 22(3), 329-340. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2012.657612 
Lythcott-Haims. (2015). How to raise an adult: Break free of the overparenting trap and 
prepare your kid for success. New York, NY: St Martin's. 
Macfarlane, K. (2008). Playing the game: Examining parental engagement in schooling in 
post-millennial Queensland. Journal of Education Policy, 23(6), 701-713.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02680930802065913 
Macfarlane, K. (2009). Navigating a treacherous game: Conceptualising parental 
engagement in contemporary Queensland schooling. British Journal of Sociology 
of Education, 30(5), 563-576. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01425690903101056 
Mainland, M., Shaw, S. M., & Prier, A. (2017). Parenting in an era of risk: Responding to 
the obesity crisis. Journal of Family Studies, 23(1), 86-97. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2015.1090328 
Maple, M. (2005). Parental portraits of suicide: Narrating the loss of a young adult child. 
(PhD thesis), University of New England, Armidale, NSW.    
Marano, H. (2008). A nation of wimps: The high cost of invasive parenting. New York, 
NY: Crown Publishing. 
Mason, J. (2002). Qualitative researching. London, UK: Sage. 
 
 
 337 
 
McGrath, H. (2007). Making Australian schools safer: A summary report of the outcomes 
of the National Safe Schools Framework Best Practice Grants Programme (2004-
5)   Retrieved from 
http://www.ncab.org.au/Assets/Files/MakingAustraliaSchoolsSafer.pdf  
McMaster, R., Beale, B., Hillege, S., & Nagy, S. (2004). The parent experience of eating 
disorders: Interactions with health professionals. International Journal of Mental 
Health Nursing, 13(1), 67-73. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1447-
0349.2004.00310.x 
Meyer, E. (2014). New solutions for bullying and harrassment: A post-structural, feminist 
approach. In R. M. Schott & D. M. Sondegaard (Eds.), School bullying: New 
theories in context (pp. 209-239). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univeristy Press. 
Minichiello, V., Aroni, R., Timewell, R., & Alexander, L. (1995). In-depth interviewing: 
Principles, techniques, analysis (2nd ed.). Melbourne, VIC: Longman. 
Ministerial Council for Education Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs 
[MCEEDYA]. (2010). National Safe Schools Framework.  Carlton South, VIC: 
Education Services Australia. 
Mishna, F. (2012). Bullying: A guide to research, intervention and prevention. New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press. 
Mitchell, D. M., & Borg, T. (2013). Examining the lived experience of bullying: A 
review of the literature from an Australian perspective. Pastoral Care in 
Education, 31(2), 142-155. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2012.747554 
Moore, C. (1994). Partners or pests? Experiences of grievance and redress procedures in 
education. Edinburgh, UK: Scottish Council for Research in Education. 
 338 
 
Moses, T. (2010). Exploring parents' self-blame in relation to adolescents' mental 
disorders. Family Relations, 59(2), 103-120. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-
3729.2010.00589.x 
Mundy, L. K., Canterford, L., Kosola, S., Degenhardt, L., Allen, N. B., & Patton, G. C. 
(2017). Peer victimisation and academic performance in primary school children. 
Academic Pediatrics, 17(8), 830-836. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2017.06.012 
Munich, R., & Munich, M. (2009). Overparenting and the narcissistic pursuit of 
attachment. Psychiatric Annals, 39(4), 227-235. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3928/00485713-20090401-04 
Muñoz, L. C., Qualter, P., & Padgett, G. (2011). Empathy and bullying: Exploring the 
influence of callous-unemotional traits. Child Psychiatry & Human Development, 
42(2), 183-196. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-010-0206-1 
Muschert, G., & Peguero, A. (2010). The Columbine effect and school antiviolence 
policy. In M. Peyrot & S. Burns (Eds.), Research in social problems and public 
policy (Vol. 17, pp. 117-148). Bingley: Emereld Publishing Group. 
Musset, P. (2012). School choice and equity: Current policies in OECD countries and a 
literature review. OECD Working Papers, No. 66. Paris: OECD Publishing. 
Nakagawa, K. (2000). Unthreading the ties that bind: Questioning the discourse of parent 
involvement. Educational Policy, 14(4), 443-472. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904800144001 
 
 339 
 
Neill, S. J., Cowley, S., & Williams, C. (2013). The role of felt or enacted criticism in 
understanding parent's help seeking in acute childhood illness at home: A 
grounded theory study. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 50(6), 756-767. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2011.11.007 
Nelson, M. (2010). Parenting out of control: Anxious parents in uncertain times. New 
York, NY: New York University Press. 
Nettleton, S. (2006). ‘I just want permission to be ill’: Towards a sociology of medically 
unexplained symptoms. Social Science & Medicine, 62(5), 1167-1178.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2005.07.030 
Nickerson, A., Mele, D., & Osborne-Oliver, K. (2010). Parent-child relationships and 
bulllying. In J. Jimerson, S. Swearer & D. Espelage (Eds.), Handbook of bullying 
in schools: An international perspective (pp. 187-198). London, UK: Routledge. 
Niehues, A. N., Bundy, A., Broom, A., & Tranter, P. (2015). Parents’ perceptions of risk 
and the influence on children’s everyday activities. Journal of Child and Family 
Studies, 24(3), 809-820. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9891-2 
Niehues, A. N., Bundy, A., Broom, A., Tranter, P., Ragen, J., & Engelen, L. (2013). 
Everyday uncertainties: Reframing perceptions of risk in outdoor free play. 
Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 13(3), 223-237.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14729679.2013.798588 
Nikiforou, M., Georgiou, S. N., & Stavrinides, P. (2013). Attachment to parents and peers 
as a parameter of bullying and victimization. Journal of Criminology, 2013. 
Retrieved from http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2013/484871 
 340 
 
O'Donnell, L., Myint-U, A., Duran, R., & Stueve, A. (2010). Especially for daughters: 
Parent education to address alcohol and sex-related risk taking among urban 
young adolescent girls. Health Promotion Practice, 11(3 suppl), 70S-78S. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524839909355517 
Olweus, D. (1978). Aggression in the schools: Bullies and whipping boys. Washington, 
DC: Hemisphere. 
Olweus, D. (1980). Familial and temperamental determinants of aggressive behavior in 
adolescent boys: A causal analysis. Developmental Psychology, 16(6), 644-660.  
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0012-1649.16.6.644 
Olweus, D. (1993). Bullying at school: What we know and what we can do. Malden, MA: 
Blackwell. 
Östberg, V., Modin, B., & Låftman, S. B. (2017). Exposure to school bullying and 
psychological health in young adulthood: A prospective 10-year follow-up study. 
Journal of School Violence, 1-16. Advance online publication. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2017.1296770 
Paine, M. (2015, 1 May). Teachers plead for help to handle threats by parents and 
students, The Mercury.  Retrieved from 
http://www.themercury.com.au/news/tasmania/teachers-plead-for-help-to-handle-
threats-by-parents-and-students/news-
story/689b3ee65d5e08dec5bd6801e147db58 
Palmer, S. (2006). Toxic childhood: How the modern world is damaging our children. 
London, UK: Orion. 
 341 
 
Palmer, S. (2007). Detoxing childhood; What parents need to know to raise happy, 
successful children. London, UK: Orion. 
Papathomas, A., Smith, B., & Lavallee, D. (2015). Family experiences of living with an 
eating disorder: A narrative analysis. Journal of health Psychology, 20(3), 313-
325. https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105314566608 
Pascoe, C. (2015). Mum's the word: Advice to Australian mothers since 1945. Journal of 
Family Studies, 21(3), 218-234. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2015.1063444 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Polkinghorne, D. (1988). Narrative knowing and the human sciences. Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press. 
Polkinghorne, D. (1995). Narrative configuration in qualitative analysis. International 
Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 8(1), 5-23. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0951839950080103 
Ponzetti, J. (2016). Overview and history of parenting education. In J. Ponzetti (Ed.), 
Evidence based parenting education: A global perspective (pp. 3-11). New York, 
NY: Routledge. 
Porter, L. (2008). Teacher-parent collaboration: Early childhood to adolescence. 
Camberwell, VIC: ACER Press. 
 342 
 
Postigo, S., González, R., Montoya, I., & Ordoñez, A. (2013). Theoretical proposals in 
bullying research: A review. Anales de Psicología, 29(2), 413-425.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.6018/analesps.29.2.148251 
Povey, J., Campbell, A., Willis L, Haynes M, Western M, Bennett S, . . . C., P. (2016). 
Engaging parents in schools and building parent-school partnerships: The role of 
school and parent organisation leadership. International Journal of Education 
Research, 79, 128-141. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2016.07.005 
Price-Mitchell, M. (2009). Boundary dynamics: Implications for building parent-school 
partnerships. The School Community Journal, 19(2), 9-26. Retrieved from 
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ867966.pdf 
Proctor, H. (2010). The good mother and the high school: A view from the 20th century. 
In S. Goodwin & K. Huppatz (Eds.), The good mother: Contemporary 
motherdhoods in Australia (pp. 111-130). Sydney, NSW: Sydney University Press. 
Proctor, H., & Aitchison, C. (2015). Markets in education:'School choice' and family 
capital. In G. Meagher & S. Goodwin (Eds.), Markets, rights and power in 
Australian social policy (pp. 321-339). Sydney, NSW: Sydney University Press. 
Productivity Commission. (2014). Report on Government Services 2014 Volume B: 
Childcare, education and training. Melbourne, VIC: Productivity Commission. 
Productivity Commission. (2017). Report on Government Services 2017. Childcare, 
education and training.  Retrieved 5 March, 2017, from 
http://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-
services/2017/child-care-education-and-training/school-education#framework 
 343 
 
Ramaekers, S., & Suissa, J. (2012). The claims of parenting: Reasons, responsibility and 
society. Dordrecht: Springer. 
Ranson, S., Martin, J., & Vincent, C. (2004). Storming parents, schools and 
communicative inaction. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 25(3), 259-
274. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0142569042000216936 
Rice, P., & Ezzy, D. (1999). Qualitative Research Methods. South Melbourne, VIC: 
Oxford University Press. 
Riessman, C. K. (2008). Narrative methods for the human sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 
Rigby, K. (2010). Bullying interventions in schools: Six basic approaches. Camberwell, 
VIC: ACER Press. 
Rigby, K. (2013). Bullying in schools and its relation to parenting and family life. Family 
Matters, 92, 61-67. Retrieved from 
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=442237495856995;res=IEL
APA 
Rigby, K., & Barrington, E. (2002). How Australian schools are responding to the 
problem of peer victimisation in schools. Canberra, ACT: Criminology Research 
Council. 
Rigby, K., & Johnson, K. (2016). The prevalance and effectiveness of antibullying 
strategies employed in Australian schools. Adelaide, SA: University of South 
Australia. 
 344 
 
Riley, P. (2015). The Australian Principal occupational health, safety and wellbeing 
survey 2015. Fitzroy, VIC: Institute for Positive Psychology and Education, 
Australian Catholic University. 
Ringrose, J., & Renold, E. (2010). Normative cruelties and gender deviants: The 
performative effects of bully discourses for girls and boys in school. British 
Educational Research Journal, 36(4), 573-596. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920903018117 
Rizzo, K., Schiffrin, H., & Liss, M. (2013). Insight into the parenthood paradox: Mental 
health outcomes of intensive mothering. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 
22(5), 614-620. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-012-9615- 
Robinson, E. (2013). Parental involvement in preventing and responding to cyberbullying. 
Family Matters, 92, 68-76. Retrieved from 
http://www.aifs.gov.au/institute/pubs/fm2013/fm92/fm92g.html 
Robinson, O. (2014). Sampling in interview-based qualitative research: A theoretical and 
practical guide. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 11(1), 25-41.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2013.801543 
Romagnoli, A., & Wall, G. (2012). ‘I know I'm a good mom’: Young, low-income 
mothers’ experiences with risk perception, intensive parenting ideology and 
parenting education programmes. Health, Risk & Society, 14(3), 273-289. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2012.662634 
 
 
 345 
 
Ryan, A., & Morgan, M. (2011). Bullying in secondary schools: An analysis of discursive 
positioning. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 46(1), 23-34. 
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=956034417245209;res=IEL
HSS 
Ryan, S. M., Jorm, A. F., & Lubman, D. I. (2010). Parenting factors associated with 
reduced adolescent alcohol use: A systematic review of longitudinal studies. 
Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 44(9), 774-783. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048674.2010.501759 
Safe and Supportive Schools Working Group. (n.d.). Bullying. No way! Parents and 
schools working together. Retrieved 11 May, 2017, from 
https://bullyingnoway.gov.au/RespondingToBullying/Parents/Pages/WorkingTog
ether.aspx 
Salem, P., Sandler, I., & Wolchik, S. (2013). Taking stock of parent education in the 
family courts: Envisioning a public health approach. Family Court Review, 51(1), 
131-148. https://doi.org/10.1111/fcre.12014 
Salmivalli, C., Kaukiainen, A., Kaistaniemi, L., & Lagerspetz, K. (1999). Self-evaluated 
self-esteem, peer-evaluated self-esteem, and defensive egotism as predictors of 
adolescents’ participation in bullying situations. Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, 25(10), 1268-1278. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167299258008 
Saltmarsh, S., Robinson, K., & Davies, C. (Eds.). (2012). Rethinking school violence: 
Theory, gender, context. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 346 
 
Sandberg, S., Tutenges, S., & Copes, H. (2015). Stories of violence: A narrative 
criminological study of ambiguity. British Journal of Criminology Advance 
Access, 6(1), 1168-1186. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azv032 
Sanders, M. (2008). Triple P-Positive Parenting Program as a public health approach to 
strengthening parenting. Journal of Family Psychology, 22(3), 506-517.  
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0893-3200.22.3.506 
Sanders, M., & Kirby, J. (2014). A public-health approach to improving parenting and 
promoting children's well-being. Child Development Perspectives, 8(4), 250-257. 
doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12086 
Sarbin, T. R. (1986). Narrative psychology: The storied nature of human conduct. New 
York, NY: Praeger. 
Sawyer, J., Mishna, F., Pepler, D., & Wiener, J. (2011). The missing voice: Parents' 
perspectives of bullying. Children and Youth Services Review, 33(10), 1795-1803.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.05.010 
Schott, R. (2014). The social concept of bullying: Philosophical reflections on definitions. 
In R. M. Schott & D. M. Søndergaard (Eds.), School bullying: New theories in 
context (pp. 21-46). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
Schott, R., & Søndergaard, D. (2014). Introduction: New approaches to school bullying. 
In R. M. Schott & D. M. Søndergaard (Eds.), School bullying: New theories in 
context (pp. 1-17). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
Sears, W., & Sears, M. (2001). The attachment parenting book: A commonsense guide to 
understanding and nurturing your baby. New York, NY: Little Brown. 
 347 
 
Segrin, C., Givertz, M., Swaitkowski, P., & Montgomery, N. (2015). Overparenting is 
associated with child problems and a critical family environment. Journal of Child 
and Family Studies, 24(2), 470-479. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9858-3 
Shetgiri, R., Lin, H., & Flores, G. (2013). Trends in risk and protective factors for child 
bullying perpetration in the United States. Child Psychiatry & Human 
Development, 44(1), 89-104. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-012-0312-3 
Shirani, F., Henwood, K., & Coltart, C. (2012). Meeting the challenges of intensive 
parenting culture: Gender, risk management and the moral parent. Sociology, 
46(1), 25-40. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038511416169 
Shuffelton, A. B. (2013). How mothers divide the apple pie: Maternal and civic thinking 
in the age of neoliberalism. Philosophy of Education 2013, 328-336. Retrieved 
from http://ojs.ed.uiuc.edu/index.php/pes 
Silberg, J., Copeland, W., Linker, J., Moore, A., Robertson-Nay, R., & York, T. (2016). 
Psychiatric outcomes of bullying victimization: A study of discordant 
monozygotic twins. Psychological Medicine, 46(9), 1875-1883.  
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716000362 
Skenazy, L. (2009). Free range kids: Giving our children the freedom we had without 
going nuts with worry. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Slee, P., & Rigby, K. (1993). The relationship of Eysenck's personality factors and self-
esteem to bully/victim behavior in Australian school boys. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 14(2), 317-373. https://doi.org/10.1016/0191-
8869(93)90136-Q 
 348 
 
Smeyers, P. (2010). Child rearing in the 'risk' society: On the discourse of rights and the 
'best interests of a child'. Educational Theory, 60(3), 271-284.  
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-5446.2010.00358.x 
Smith, B. (2013). Disability, sport and men's narratives of health: A qualitative study. 
Health psychology, 32(1), 110-119. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0029187 
Smith, B. (2016). Narrative analysis. In E. Lyons & A. Coyle (Eds.), Analysing 
qualitative data in psychology (pp. 202-221). London, UK: Sage. 
Smith, B., & Sparkes, A. (2008). Contrasting perspectives on narrating selves and 
identities: An invitation to dialogue. Qualitative Research, 8(1), 5-35. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794107085221 
Smith, B., & Sparkes, A. (2011). Exploring multiple responses to a chaos narrative. 
Health, 15(1), 38-53. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363459309360782 
Smith, P., Shu, S., & Madsen, K. (2001). Characteristics of victims of school bullying: 
Developmental changes in coping strategies and skills. In J. Juvonen & S. Graham 
(Eds.), Peer harassment in school: The plight of the vulnerable and the victimized 
(pp. 332-351). New York, NY: The Guildford Press. 
Smith, R. (2010). Total parenting. Educational Theory, 60(3), 357-369. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-5446.2010.00363.x 
Somers, M. (1994). The narrative construction of identity: A relational and network 
approach. Theory and Society, 23(5), 605-649. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00992905 
 349 
 
Søndergaard, D. (2014). From technically standardised interventions to analytically 
informed, multi-perspective intervention strategies. In R. Schott & D. Sondegaard 
(Eds.), School bullying: New theories in context (pp. 389-404). Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Søndergaard, D. M. (2012). Bullying and social exclusion anxiety in schools. British 
Journal of Sociology of Education, 33(3), 355-372. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2012.662824 
Spriggs, A., Iannotti, R., Nansel, T., & Haynie, D. (2007). Adolescent bullying 
involvement and perceived family, peer and school relations: Commonalities and 
differences across race/ethnicity. The Journal of Adolescent Health, 41(3), 283-
293. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.04.009 
Squire, C. (2008). From experience-centred to socioculturally-oriented approaches to 
narrative. In M. Andrews, C. Squire & M. Tamboukou (Eds.), Doing narrative 
research (pp. 47-71). London, UK: Sage. 
Stearns, P. N. (2003). Anxious parents: A history of modern childrearing in America. 
New York, NY: New York University Press. 
Striegel-Moore, R., Dohrm, F., Pike, K., Wilfey, D., & Fairburn, C. (2002). Abuse, 
bullying, and discrimination as risk factors for binge eating disorder. American 
Journal of Pyschiatry, 159(11), 1902-1907. 
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.159.11.1902 
 
 
 350 
 
Swearer Napolitano, S., & Espelage, D. (2011). Expanding the social-ecological 
framework of bullying among youth: Lessons learned from the past and directions 
for the future [Chapter 1] Educational Psychology Papers and Publications, 
Paper 140. Retrieved from http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/edpsychpapers/140 
Swearer, S., & Espelage, D. (2004). Introduction: A social-ecological framework of 
bullying among youth. In D. Espelage & S. Swearer (Eds.), Bullying in American 
schools: A social-ecological perspective on prevention and intervention (pp. 1-12). 
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 
Swearer, S., Espelage, D., Vaillancourt, T., & Hymel, S. (2010). What can be done about 
school bullying?: Linking research to educational practice. Educational 
Researcher, 39(1), 38-47.  
Takizawa, R., Maughan, B., & Arseneault, L. (2014). Adult health outcomes of childhood 
bullying victimization: Evidence from a five-decade longitudinal British cohort. 
American Journal of Psychology, 7(7), 777-784. 
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2014.13101401 
Taylor, J. A., Bradbury-Jones, C., Breckenridge, J., Jones, C., & Herber, O. (2016). Risk 
of vicarious trauma in nursing research: A focused mapping review and synthesis. 
Journal of Clinical Nursing, 25(19-20), 2678-2777. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.13235 
Thomas-MacLean, R. (2004). Understanding breast cancer stories via Frank's narrative 
types. Social Science & Medicine, 58(9), 1647-1657. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(03)00372-1 
 351 
 
Thornberg, R. (2015). School bullying as a collective action: Stigma processes and 
identity struggling. Children & Society, 29(4), 310-320. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12058 
Thornberg, R., & Knutsen, S. (2011). Teenagers' explanations of bullying. Child Youth 
Care Forum, 40(3), 177-192. doi: 10.1007/s10566-010-9129-z 
Titus, B., & de Souza, R. (2011). Finding meaning in the loss of a child: Journeys of 
chaos and quest. Health Communication, 26(5), 450-460. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2011.554167 
Troy, M., & Sroufe, L. (1987). Victimization among pre-schoolers: Role of attachment 
relationship history. Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry, 26(2), 166-172. https://doi.org/10.1097/00004583-198703000-00007 
Ttofi, M., & Farrington, D. (2009). What works in preventing bullying: Effective 
elements of anti-bullying programmes. Journal of Aggression, Conflict and Peace 
Research, 1(1), 13-24. doi: 10.1108/17596599200900003 
Ttofi, M., & Farrington, D. (2011). Effectiveness of school-based programs to reduce 
bullying: A systematic and meta-analytic review. Journal of Experimental 
Criminology, 7(1), 27-56. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-010-9109-1 
Tulloch, J., & Lupton, D. (2003). Risk and everyday life. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Tveit, A. D. (2009). A parental voice: Parents as equal and dependent – rhetoric about 
parents, teachers, and their conversations. Educational Review, 61(3), 289-300. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131910903045930 
 352 
 
Tye-Williams, S., & Krone, K. J. (2015). Chaos, reports, and quests: Narrative agency 
and co-workers in stories of workplace bullying. Management Communication 
Quarterly, 29(1), 3-27. https://doi.org/10.1177/0893318914552029 
Ungar, M. (2009). Overprotective parenting: Helping parents provide children the right 
amount of risk and responsibility. The American Journal of Family Therapy, 
37(3), 258-271. https://doi.org/10.1080/01926180802534247 
Van Maanen, J. (1988). Tales of the field: On writing ethnography. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 
Vansieleghem, N. (2010). The residual parent to come: On the need for parental expertise 
and advice. Educational Theory, 60(3), 341-355. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-
5446.2010.00362.x 
Vincent, C. (1996). Parents and teachers: Power and participation. London, UK: Falmer 
Press. 
Vincent, C. (2017). 'The children have only got one education and you have got to make 
sure it's a good one': Parenting and parent-school relations in the neoliberal age 
Gender and Education, Advance online publication. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2016.1274387 
Vincent, C., & Martin, J. (2002). Class, culture and agency: Researching parental voice. 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 23(1), 108-127. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01596300220123079 
Vincent, C., & Tomlinson, S. (1997). Home-school relationships: The swarming of 
disciplinary mechanisms? British Educational Research Journal, 23(3), 361-377. 
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0141192970230308 
 353 
 
Vreeman, R. C., & Carroll, A. E. (2007). A systematic review of school-based 
interventions to prevent bullying. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 
161(1), 78-88. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpedi.161.1.78. 
Walden, L. M., & Beran, T. N. (2010). Attachment quality and bullying behavior in 
school-aged youth. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 25(1), 5-18. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0829573509357046 
Wall, G. (2004). Is your child's brain potential maximized? Mothering in an age of new 
brain research. Atlantis: A Women's Studies Journal, 28(2), 41-50.  Retrieved 
from http://journals.msvu.ca/index.php/atlantis/article/view/1193 
Wall, G. (2010). Mothers' experiences with intensive parenting and brain development 
discourse. Women's Studies International Forum, 33(3), 253-263. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wsif.2010.02.019 
Walton, G. (2005). Bullying widespread. Journal of School Violence, 4(1), 91-118. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J202v04n01_06 
Walton, G. (2011). Spinning our wheels: Reconceptualizing bullying beyond behaviour-
focused approaches. Discourse, 32(1), 131-144. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2011.537079 
Ward, B., Snow, P., Munro, G., Graham, M., & Dickson-Swift, V. (2012). It starts with 
the parents and ends with the parents. Journal of the Australasian College of Road 
Safety, 17(3), 20-28. Retrieved from 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30009034 
Warner, J. (2006). Perfect madness: Motherhood in an age of anxiety. London, UK: 
Vermillion. 
 354 
 
Wells, K. (2011). Narrative Inquiry. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
Wengraf, T. (2001). Qualitative research interviewing: Biographic narrative and semi-
structured methods. London, UK: Sage. 
Whitehead, L. C. (2006). Quest, chaos and restitution: Living with chronic fatigue 
syndrome/myalgic encephalomyelitis. Social Science & Medicine, 62(9), 2236-
2245. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2005.09.008 
Widding, U. (2015). Parenting ideals and (un-)troubled parent positions. Pedagogy, 
Culture & Society, 23(1), 45-64. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2014.919955 
Windle, J. (2009). The limits of school choice: Some implications for accountability of 
selective practices and positional competition in Australian education. Critical 
Studies in Education, 50(3), 231-246. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17508480903009566 
Wolke, D., Copeland, W. E., Angold, A., & Costello, E. J. (2013). Impact of bullying in 
childhood on adult health, wealth, crime, and social outcomes. Psychological 
Science, 24(10), 1958-1970. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797613481608 
Young, M., & Wilmott, P. (1962). Family and kinship in East London. Hammondsworth, 
UK: Penguin. 
Zelizer, V. A. R. (1985). Pricing the priceless child: The changing social value of 
children. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
 
 355 
 
Appendices 
Appendix A: Ethics Approval   
 
 
 356 
 
 
 357 
 
Appendix B: Parent Information Sheet 
 
 
 
Parents’ experiences of reporting bullying to schools 
 
 
 
Dear Parents, 
 
Thank you for your interest in this research study to explore parents’ experiences 
of reporting incidents of bullying to schools.  This study is being conducted by Ms 
Karen Herne as part of the requirements of a PhD degree, under the supervision 
of Dr Jeanne Allen and Dr Janet Dyment in the Faculty of Education at the 
University of Tasmania. 
 
What is the purpose of this study? 
The purpose of this study is to understand how parents whose children have 
been bullied experience reporting incidents of bullying to schools.  Although 
parents are increasingly acknowledged as an important element in effective 
responses to school bullying, very little research has investigated parents’ 
experiences of reporting incidents of bullying to schools. It is hoped that by 
gaining an understanding of what this process is like for parents, the research will 
provide insight into how schools can collaborate effectively with parents when 
responding to incidents of bullying. 
 
Who can participate in this study? 
In order to participate in this study you must: 
 
 Have a child currently in Years 5-8 at school 
 Have reported bullying of your child to their school 
 Be willing to take part in an interview about these experiences. 
 
Bullying refers to behaviour where one person or a group deliberately and 
repeatedly set out to cause hurt, embarrassment or distress to another person.  
For this study, reports of bullying may include a range of interactions with 
schools, from conversations with a child’s teacher to written complaints as part of 
a school’s formal grievance procedure.  Reports of bullying may have been made 
either to your child’s current school or to a previous school. 
 
I am interested to hear from parents who have been satisfied with the 
response they received from schools after reporting incidents of bullying 
as well as those who have had less satisfactory experiences. 
 
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and there will be no 
consequences to you if you decide not to participate.  If you decide at any time to 
withdraw from the study you may do so without providing an explanation.  You 
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may be assured that your child’s school will not be informed at any stage of 
whether or not you have chosen to participate in the study.  Your responses will 
remain anonymous and will not be linked to your child’s school at any stage.   
 
It is important for you to know that, due to limited resources, it may not be 
possible for me to interview every parent who indicates that they would like to 
participate in the study.  In the event that more parents volunteer than I am able 
to interview, participants will be selected with a view to representing male and 
female students, students from government, independent and Catholic schools, 
each Year level represented in the study, and a variety of reporting experiences. 
 
What does this study involve? 
As a participant in this study, you will be invited to take part in an interview of 60-
90 minutes duration, to be held at the University or another neutral location, at a 
time convenient to you.  Due to ethical considerations I am not permitted to 
conduct the interview in the presence of your child.  Before the interview you will 
be asked to read and sign a statement of informed consent. With your 
permission, the interview will be audio recorded and later it will be fully 
transcribed.  If you wish, I will send you a copy of the interview transcript to 
review, and you may correct or remove any of the information you have provided.   
 
The interview will involve discussion about how you became aware that your 
child had been bullied, your decision to report the bullying to the school, how you 
reported the bullying to the school, the response you received from the school, 
and any follow-up discussions you may have had with the school.  With your 
permission, a follow-up telephone interview of approximately 30 minutes may 
also be conducted to clarify any questions arising from the initial interview. 
 
Are there any possible benefits from participation in this study? 
Your participation in this project will contribute to an understanding of the 
experiences and perspectives of parents whose children have been bullied.  The 
findings of this research will potentially contribute to improved collaboration 
between schools and parents to respond to incidents of bullying.  As a token of 
appreciation of your time, you will also receive a $20 gift voucher to spend at a 
department store. 
 
Are there any possible risks from participation in this study? 
Information provided by you will be treated confidentially.  However, if you agree 
to participate in this study, you must be aware that if information about criminal 
activity is disclosed to me, I may be required to report such information to the 
relevant authorities.  It is important that you understand that the interview will 
focus on your experience of reporting bullying to your child’s school, and not on 
the details of specific incidents of bullying or individuals who may be perpetrators 
of bullying.  As a participant in this study, you will be asked to refrain from 
identifying by name any alleged perpetrators of bullying.  The content of these 
interviews may be sensitive and potentially upsetting to you.  During the interview 
you may decline to answer any or all questions or ask that the interview cease at 
any time without explanation or consequence.  If you find any part of the 
interview distressing you will be provided with support via referral to the Lifeline 
24 hour free counselling service on 131 114. 
 
What will happen to the information when this study is over? 
The results of this research will form the basis of my PhD thesis and may also be 
presented as conference papers and journal articles.  Your anonymity will be 
protected to the fullest possible extent.  Your name and other identifying 
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information will not be used in any publication arising from this research.  All 
research information will be stored in locked filing cabinets and password 
protected computer files at the University of Tasmania, and will be securely 
destroyed five years after publication of the data. 
 
How will I receive feedback? 
If you would like, a brief summary of the research findings will be sent to you by 
your choice of email or post once the study has been completed. 
 
What if I have questions about this research? 
If you have any questions relating to this study, please feel free to contact me by 
email: Karen.Herne@utas.edu.au or phone: 03 6226 2552.   You are also 
welcome to contact my supervisors to discuss any aspect of the research: 
 
Dr Jeanne Allen    Dr Janet Dyment 
Phone: 6226 1972    Phone: 6226 2573 
E: Jeanne.Allen@utas.edu.au  E: Janet.Dyment@utas.edu.au 
 
 
This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Science Human 
Research Ethics Committee.  If you have concerns or complaints about the 
conduct of this study you should contact the Executive Officer of the HREC 
(Tasmania) Network on (03) 6226 7479 or email: human.ethics@utas.edu.au. 
The Executive Officer is the person nominated to receive complaints from 
research participants.  You will need to quote HREC project number: H0012883. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider this study. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Karen Herne 
 
If you wish to participate in this study, please complete the enclosed 
response form and return it in the stamped self-addressed envelope 
provided or email to Karen.Herne@utas.edu.au.   
 
This information sheet is for you to keep. 
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Appendix C: Parent Consent Form 
 
 
 
 
Parents’ experiences of reporting bullying to schools 
 
 
 
 
1. I have read and understood the ‘Information Sheet’ for this research 
project. 
 
2. The nature and possible effects of the study have been explained to 
me. 
 
3. I understand that the study involves participation in an interview 
lasting 60-90 minutes and, with my permission, one follow-up 
telephone interview lasting 30 minutes.  With my permission, these 
interviews will be audio recorded and later transcribed.  I 
understand that the data will be kept anonymous. 
 
4. I understand that if I wish, I may review a copy of the interview 
transcript, and that I may correct or remove any information I have 
provided. 
 
5. I understand that any information I supply to the researcher will not 
be linked to individual schools. 
 
6. I agree that during the interview I will not identify by name any 
alleged perpetrators of bullying. 
 
7. I understand that information provided by me to the researcher will 
be treated confidentially and will be used only for the purposes of 
research. 
 
8. I understand that if information about criminal activity is disclosed 
during the interview, the researcher may be obliged to report such 
information to the relevant authorities. 
 
9. I understand that talking about my experiences may be 
uncomfortable, and I have been provided with information about a 
freely available counselling service should I wish to further discuss 
any issues raised.  I understand that I may discontinue the interview 
at any time. 
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10. I understand that all research data will be securely stored on the 
University of Tasmania premises for at least five years before being 
destroyed. 
 
11. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my 
satisfaction. 
 
12. I agree that research data gathered from me for the study may be 
published provided that I cannot be identified as a participant. 
 
13. I agree to participate in this study and understand that I may 
withdraw at any time without any effect.  
 
 
 
Participant’s name: 
 
 
Participant’s signature: 
 
 
Date: 
 
 
 
Statement by Investigator 
 
I have explained the project and the implication of participation in it to this 
volunteer and I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she 
understands the implications of participation.  
 
 
 
(If the Investigator has not had an opportunity to talk to participants prior to 
them participating, the following must be ticked). 
 
The participant has received the Information Sheet where my details have 
been provided, and participants have had the opportunity to contact me 
prior to consenting to participate in this study.   
 
 
 
Name of Investigator: 
 
 
Signature of Investigator: 
 
 
Date: 
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Appendix D: Public Notice 
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Appendix E: Parent Interview Guide 
 
Opening statement for interviews: 
Thank you very much for agreeing to be part of this study.   What I would like to 
do is hear about your experiences of reporting bullying of your child to a school 
or schools.  
The focus of this study is on parents and their experiences.  In this study I am not 
aiming to collect information about specific incidents of bullying or individuals 
who may be perpetrators of bullying.  Also, I am talking to parents from a range 
of schools and so I am not focussing on any schools in particular.   
I am especially interested in what it was like for you finding out that your child 
was being bullied, how you decided to report the bullying to the school, what that 
process was like for you and how you found the responses you received from the 
school.   
I am really interested to hear your story, and so rather than ask you a set list of 
questions, what I would like to do in this interview is to invite you me to tell me 
about your experiences in whatever way you feel comfortable.  
 
Prompts: 
Can you tell me about when you first realised that your child was being bullied?  
 How did you find out that they were being bullied?     
 Did your child talk to you about the bullying?   
 Did your child ask you to do anything about the bullying? 
  
What did you do when you found out about the bullying?    
 What sorts of things did you say to your child about what was happening?  
 What did you tell them they should do? 
 
What made you decide that you would tell the school about the bullying?  
 Was there a particular thing that prompted you to contact the school? 
 
What did you expect that the school would do after you had reported the bullying? 
Did you know if the school had a particular process for reporting bullying?   
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Who did you contact first at the school?  
 
Can you tell me what happened after that? 
 What, if any, action did the school take? 
 Did the school get back to you to tell you what they had done? 
 Do you know if the parents of the child/ children who were doing the 
bullying were told? 
 
Can you tell me a bit about what it was like for you, when you were talking to 
school staff about the bullying?   
 
What was the last contact you had with the school about your child having been 
bullied?  
 
Are things any different for your child at school now? 
 
Are there any specific incidents that come to mind – to show how things are better 
or not? 
 
Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about to your experiences of 
reporting bullying to schools? 
 
What advice would you give to other parents who are aware that their child has 
been bullied at school? 
 
 
 
